
        
            
                
            
        


 
    Chapter 47 - Left Behind 

      

      

    "That was a grave miscalculation." Thorvald mutters as he lets his gaze sway across the room. Taking in the aftermath of the battle against the unusually powerful demon that Chloe Marcott turned out to be, his expression grows grim. "And we have paid dearly for it." 

    They came with two dozen professors, and four lie dead. The fire master Aldebrand was swallowed by the monster's body, and his fate is most likely sealed as well. Earth master Bjorndal is receiving treatment from Madame Idunn, but if she weren't present, he would have died from blood loss. Three others were gravely wounded, and three look like they will need mental treatment for the trauma of Chloe's real appearance. 

    And the demon hasn't even been vanquished, only temporarily exiled. 

    "She may have been something far beyond our understanding." The principal looks down at the severed arm that the demon extended in an attempt to grab Kamii. It suddenly loses its form and draws together into a blob made of inky tentacles. At the sight of this living fragment, the scales fall from his eyes. This is a remnant of the Crawling Chaos that had been banished into the heavens by the demon court magician Mithra's grand gravity ritual 

     nearly thirty summers ago. 

    Over that time, appearances of intelligent remnants had been kept a closely-guarded secret, and the general populace had been told that they were only mindless creatures. Thorvald himself had faced a few of those, but none had been as perfectly disguised as Chloe Marcott. Furthermore, she understood how to use the properties of her mind-boggling body, but knew not to rely on it alone; she fought using a combination of magic and physical attacks. 

    "Coruscaris." Astrid walks up next to the principal and pokes the bottom of her cane at the black creature on the floor. It bursts into flames, and an ear-numbing shriek fills the teleportation chamber but dies down quickly as the fire burns its origin to ashes. 

    "Search the room for more remnants of the demon and destroy them. Leave no trace." Thorvald raises his voice and calls out to the professors still on their feet. Those that didn't look like they were affected during the heat of battle are beginning to realize the terror they just faced, and several have crumpled to the ground or are leaning on their staves. 

    But he still breathes a sigh of relief, earning him a knowing glance from Astrid. If he and Basarab had not been here, not a single professor would have survived this battle. While the principal's ability to activate transportation circles allowed them to send the demon away, the professor for dark magic is the one who has given them the time to prepare for their next encounter. 

    After all, that Chloe would return is an undeniable fact. As long as she believes Kamii is here, she will do everything in her power to return to the academy. If at that time, the little dark elf has come to harm, she will not stop in her revenge until those responsible are all dead. The demon showed her resolve to do just that when she started this battle over Aldebrand slapping Hestia's face. 

    "Mahkotoh!!!" Kamii screams at the magic circle while trying to fight wind professor Hrafn's grip. The raven-haired man lets go and stumbles back when she swings her cursed arm at him. Then she runs up the steps to the transportation circle and turns around with a hateful glare. "What did you do to her?!" 

    Her body is quivering in anger, but her eyes betray that she's afraid of being left alone with the professors who tried their all to kill her beloved Chloe moments ago. They won't be able to convince her to calm down under these circumstances. 

    "We have sent her to a faraway place." Thorvald steps forward and comes to a stop just outside the immediate range of her cursed arm. "As you could see, she attacked us." 

    "Attacked you? You were the ones who surrounded her." To the surprise of everybody who knows her usual quiet and childlike demeanor, she flares up in anger. "Aldebrand attacked Hestia first!" 

    Baffled, Basarab stares at the little dark elf's outburst. Technically, she's right about that. Chloe Marcott also warned the professors that she would kill them all if they hurt Kamii or Hestia. They simply didn't believe she would actually deliver on her promise of such disproportionate retribution based on just a slap in the face.  

    "That may be the case, but she overreacted." The principal maintains a neutral expression and states in a matter of fact tone. "She killed five people to avenge a bruised cheek." 

    "Would you have let her go if she had stayed quiet? What did you come here to do in such numbers?" The little dark elf brings up an argument that even Thorvald has no answer to. His expression suggests that it's an uncomfortable question with an even more uncomfortable answer. 

    The atmosphere was extremely charged because the people in Aldebrand's faction were itching to kill Chloe regardless of how she behaved tonight. If she had been a physically weaker demon, they would have done so without hesitation the moment she moved suspiciously.  

    But she turned out to be a remnant of the Crawling Chaos and an incredibly powerful one at that. Had her identity been revealed differently, and even if she hadn't done anything to warrant it, Thorvald would have given his all to kill her at that time. The intelligent fragments he faced before had all been irredeemably evil monsters that found pleasure in killing in gruesome ways only their bodies allowed them to. 

    He entertains the idea that she may genuinely care for Kamii and Hestia, but it won't cause him to hesitate when she does return to rescue the former. Her existence is a curse on all life in this world.  

    "If it is any solace to you, Miss Marcott is alive. And she is most likely already searching for a way back here." Not replying to the little dark elf's provocative question, Thorvald seeks a peaceful solution now. He could easily use force to apprehend her if he did not care about her at all. She did help Chloe during the battle, but he can't fault her for that; they did seem to be in a mutually loving relationship. "Please place Miss Kamii under house arrest, Basarab. We will discuss how to proceed with her tomorrow." 

    The professor for dark magic walks towards Kamii with both hands raised to show that he doesn't mean her any harm. She glares at him, but then lowers her cursed arm; she understands that fighting here would be hopeless. 

    "Why are we letting her live? She's in cahoots with that monster!" Ulfric's usually perfectly combed red hair is disheveled, as he points at the dark elf while trying to sit up. He was pierced through the stomach by one of Chloe's spikes and is receiving treatment from water professor Thone, as Madame Idunn is still preoccupied with Bjorndal's much larger wound. 

    "What do you think will Miss Marcott do when she returns and finds that we have killed her?" Thorvald turns around and speaks in a reprimanding tone. "Along the way, she will grow stronger yet, and she will definitely prove to be an even more formidable opponent at the time. It cost several masters their lives to temporarily banish her; how much harder will it be to kill her then?"  

    "But the demon killed Master Vangir!" However, Ulfric doesn't let up so easily. He's a young master who studied under Aldebrand, so this is about his personal feelings rather than what would be best for the academy. 

    "Is that your sense of justice?" Thorvald raises his voice angrily, and everybody in the room flinches. Old age has built his tolerance, and there have been very few occasions when he would let such raw emotions show. But the times he has have always been for a good reason. "You would kill a person for their association with somebody you hate?" 

    Ulfric opens his mouth and closes it again without saying a word. He has never seen the principal like this before and feels intimidated. But he still believes that taking Kamii's life here would rest the souls of the masters that were killed by the demon. If only others shared his opinion, he might be able to sway Thorvald.  

    However, when he looks around to find sympathizers, none return his gaze. It seems that he stands alone in his sentiment, so he lies back down and suppresses his frustration at having lost his mentor. 

    Thorvald glances around and realizes that although he didn't get any overt support, Ulfric isn't the only one to think that way. He may have to put Kamii under protection until he can come to a decision on what to do with her. Giving Basarab and Astrid a meaningful look, the two understand and guide the little dark elf out of the underground room right away.  

    "Will he make it?" Magni kneels next to Bjorndal as Madame Idunn casts a dome of light over his midsection. The father and son pair can start verbal and physical fights over the smallest banalities, but when the situation calls for it, they're a perfectly matched team. Without them here, the number of casualties would have been higher.  

    "He is a strong man. I have closed the wound, but his internal organs still need time to heal." The elderly woman in the nun habit replies with a smile. "Unfortunately, I am not as skilled as the Saint of Luminosity. I do not know any spells that can heal the inside before the outside, so it will take a while. He cannot be moved during the treatment." 

    "Is there anything I can help with?" Even though Magni usually doesn't show it, he really cares about his son. 

    "I'd appreciate some quiet, old man." Opening his eyes, Bjorndal presses out with a pained expression. "You're too loud." 

    "Oh, my son!" Magni motions to embrace his wounded son, but is stopped by Madame Idunn raising a hand with a frigid smile. 

    "He is right, a little quiet would be appreciated." She says in a low tone, and a shiver runs down his spine. "And you, if you can joke around, you must be better than I thought." 

    "I'm sorry." Closing his eyes and staying completely still, Bjorndal goes quiet as well. 

    Thorvald watches their exchange with a sigh, then looks at those that were less fortunate. Masters Birgit, Dagmar, Hemingr, and Ingvild died with eyes wide-open in surprise, but at least they died instantly; the living will be the ones suffering now. 

    He knows that the horrifying visage Chloe showed wasn't her real face. That monstrous grimace made of inky tentacles was nothing compared to the glimpses of terror that he witnesses in those he fought before. She must have been holding back in front of Kamii and Hestia. 

    Yet, it was enough to break the weaker-willed ones. Eydis is cowering in an alcove in the wall, cradling her legs and staring off into space. Her mind seems to have shut down to protect itself from the truth. 

    The principal shudders at the thought that this particular demon possesses not only intelligence but also feelings of love. All the remnants had been selfish beings that thought nothing of others, which made them easier to defeat when they ultimately stood alone. 

    Chloe doesn't stand alone. 

      

    Kamii begins to consider her options as she's lead up the stairs from the teleportation room; Thorvald's gaze earlier signaled that Astrid and Basarab should stay with her for the night to protect her against any attempts of retribution. That also means that she will be carefully guarded and won't be able to make an escape.  

    As they walk back the way she had been taken in earlier, she wonders where Senka has gone. When Mahkotoh left, she took the doll girl with her, but when she came through the transportation circle, there was no trace of the latter. Maybe she was inside Mahkotoh after all, or she was left behind and escaped on her own when the professors came. 

    If it's the latter, then she's the only person in the academy that she can turn to for help. Even if her appearance is strange and she talks about hard to understand topics, she's trustworthy. But if she has been transported away as well, then Kamii is all on her own. 

    She had been acting taciturn and somewhat childlike all this time to manipulate people into believing that she's harmless. When Mahkotoh disappeared, her façade slipped a little. Hopefully, the professors haven't realized that she's actually an adult and will continue to treat her as a child that doesn't fully understand the situation she's in.  

    Whatever the case, she has to survive. If Thorvald is speaking the truth, her beloved Mahkotoh will come back to free her from the academy. Even though she had initially only intended to use her to escape from the city of Hovsgaerden, she was the one who reunited her with Daica. Then her feelings grew for the blonde demon girl who lived her life without letting anything tie her down. 

    Mahkotoh is the first person she fell in love with, and dark elves are known to form unbreakable bonds. A saying among her people has that separated family and lovers - no matter the distance - meet twice in a lifetime. Being so long-lived, she understands that she should stay put and don't give the humans any reason to kill her. Eventually, they will be reunited.  

    As they walk toward the dorms, Kamii spots Ninlil from afar. The latter objected against the professors' rough treatment when they came to get Hestia and her. When the dorm mother learned the reason for the nightly visit, she offered to go as well but was told to make sure the students remain in their rooms in case things in the basement got out of hand. The little cat demon stares at the dark elf with a worried frown, most likely wondering where the winged girl disappeared to.  

    "What happened?" She asks in a hushed voice when Astrid and Basarab are in range for her to keep her voice down enough. Her demeanor isn't as calm as her usual one since she has reason to believe that her students may have come to harm tonight. 

    "Chloe Marcott went on a rampage in the basement and had to be sent away." Astrid responds in a matter of fact tone. She has the calm countenance of a matron even though she was embroiled in a life and death battle only moments ago. "Lady Hestia was unfortunately taken by her." 

    Suppressing the urge to comment that Thorvald threw the winged girl at Mahkotoh to distract her before sending them through the transportation circle together, Kamii listens silently as Astrid summarizes what happened in the storage room. She realizes that the professors had a different perspective on the circumstances, but it ultimately boils down to the fact that Mahkotoh overreacted. That is the undeniable truth. 

    "So five masters died..." Hanging her head, Ninlil mutters with a painful expression. She glances at the little dark elf but doesn't comment on her involvement in this matter. 

    "Miss Kamii will be under house arrest until further notice." Basarab explains to the cat girl as they begin to move inside the dorm building. But just when they walk up the steps and turn the corner to the stairs, they nearly run into somebody.  

    "Kamii?" It's Runa, wearing a nightgown and looking restless. "What are you doing out here?" 

    "That should be my question, young woman." Astrid steps forward and looks down at the barely shorter half-elf. "Do you understand that this is the middle of the night?" 

    "I-I am sorry. I could not sleep after the Champion Selection this morning. They told me that I would depart after lunch tomorrow so that I should be getting all my belonging in order." Lowering her head before the professors, she explains. "I wanted to talk to Miss Marcott about it, but she was not in her room."  

    "Miss Marcott is not available right-" Astrid begins, but Kamii interrupts her. 

    "They ambushed her in the academy basement, and there was a big battle!" Rattling it downs as quickly as she can before Basarab can even react and cover her mouth, the little dark elf hopes that telling Runa will make it harder for the professors to do away with her quietly. 

    "H-huh?" Blinking in surprise, the half-elf stares at Kamii in shock, and even more so when the dark magic professor seals her lips with his hand. "Is that true?"  

    "You do not need to know." With an icy look, Astrid bangs her cane on the floor. "Return to your room right this moment. Mistress Ninlil, please guide her there." 

    "I will not." But Runa stands her ground and glares at the fire magic professor with a defiant expression. "Tell me what happened." 

    "Do not test my patience, Miss Sigint." While she may not have the expression to match it, Astrid's presence changes into a furious one. Even then, the half-elf doesn't back down. 

    "Miss Marcott is a dear friend of mine, and I will not stand down until I know what happened to her." Even though she usually looks like a pushover and Mahkotoh often pulled her into things she clearly didn't like to do, Runa is unexpected reliable when acting on her own will. 

    "Know your-" Once again, Astrid gets interrupted - but this time it's by Ninlil. 

    "Miss Marcott was confronted for having used the underground transportation circle to leave the academy grounds. The situation escalated into a battle in which she left five masters dead and several others wounded or incapacitated. She and Hestia have been banished by Grand Master Eklundstrom through the transportation circle, and only the gods know where they could have ended up." The dorm mother gives a quick rundown of the occurrences with a heavy heart, gesturing at Astrid to not interrupt her.  

    "Miss Marcott... killed people?" Stumbling back a step, the half-elf wavers. "Why would she do that?" 

    "Because she is a demon." The fire professor takes that exact same step forward and appears to grow to an overbearing size. "Now that you know, return to your room immediately." 

    She waves Basarab and Ninlil up the stairs before the discussion can continue, while she remains with Runa to watch that she doesn't do anything stupid in her confusion. Kamii glances back with an expression that screams for help, before rounding the corner to the first floor. 

    Runa is a chosen of the gods and has their protection, so she can't be silenced to keep things under wrap. The little dark elf hopes that the half-elf will talk to the professors; after all, they may decide to execute her for her involvement in the battle that resulted in several deaths. 

      

    The door to the room she shared with Mahkotoh and Hestia until just earlier closes behind her. The professors that guided her here are standing on the other side and keeping watch, while Ninlil must have rounded the building to make sure she doesn't escape out the window. 

    Kamii walks in and spots Senka sitting on her bed. She stops in shock and stands stock-still near the entrance area, her mind racing at top speed. Astrid and Basarab are without a doubt listening for anything suspicious on the inside, and even if the doors are quite thick, they don't keep the sound out that well. One piece of evidence is the fact that everybody overheard Mahkotoh and her lovemaking even though she doesn't remember being too loud. 

    Acting as if nothing is out of the ordinary, she moves to the bed she shared with Mahkotoh almost every night and sits down on it before peering over to the doll girl who remains unmoving. Looking around to make sure nobody else is in the room, she uses her crab arm to poke Senka, causing her to fall over limply. 

    Then the doll girl's eyeballs move in their sockets to stare at the dark elf, and darkness starts to spread from her pupils, turning her eyes entirely black before spilling to the skin surrounding them. The inky color takes on a vaguely butterfly-shaped pattern. Watching in both fear and amazement, Kamii forgets to breathe. 

    "I'm speaking into your mind directly." Senka's voice suddenly echoes in her head. Just before the dark elf can jump up in shock, she continues. "Don't move, don't look around, don't say anything. Answer by thinking about what you want to say." 

    "What... is this?" Kamii does as she's told, her body shivering as her eyes stay fixated on the black eyes of the doll. 

    "I put a spell on you. We can now talk without anyone else hearing us." Her voice replies after a brief pause. "As long as we maintain eye contact, we can talk like this. If you want to be able to talk to me over longer distances and without eye contact, give me some of your blood." 

    Without hesitation, the little dark elf runs her left palm across the sharpest spike of her cursed arm. Then she lets some blood pool on her cupped hand before bringing it to Senka's mouth. 

    "Instantly, huh?" Even though the doll girl's face isn't moving at all, her voice sounds like she's impressed. 

    "I need your help." Taking a napkin from her table, Kamii presses it on the bleeding wound. She's used to injury, so that little cut matters little to her. "Mahkotoh has been sent away through the transportation circle." 

    "Yes, I knew this would happen. I can't reach her, so she must have disappeared to somewhere pretty far away." 

    "The professors think she will come back." 

    "Thought as much. I assume you want my help to stay alive until she does. Alright, pick me up and take me into the bathroom with you." 

    It was the first place Kamii would have gone if Senka hadn't miraculously returned and been sitting on her bed. 

    "So she's still there." The little dark elf uses her crab arm to pick the doll girl up, as her other hand is still bleeding. Making sure not to drag her along the floor, she walks to the bathroom at a natural pace, to not give away anything to those waiting outside. 

    "Yes, and she's still out of commission. We have to make sure she doesn't wake up and make a scene." Senka replies in a tone that implies it will be quite tricky to do so.  

    Opening the door and then slamming it shut behind her loudly enough for the two professors outside to hear and think that she's angry, Kamii enters the bathroom. Turning on the faucet of the sink to the maximum to make it sound like she's letting in a bath, she then walks over to the tub. It's filled with a pale bluish liquid that looks too viscous to be water but wouldn't be noticed until one gets very close.  

    "Are you awake, Vitalis?" Whispering near the surface of the tub's contents, the little dark elf tries talking to her first. 

    "Yes." Bubbles rise to the surface and pop to form the semblance of this one word. 

    "Don't talk too loudly. Right now-" Kamii continues, but a movement through the slime girl interrupts her. 

    "I heard what happened out there." Vitalis' face forms in the middle of the otherwise still formless liquid and speaks in a more intelligible pronunciation. 

    "But you don't know all of it." Placing Senka on the basket next to the tub, Kamii proceeds to relate the circumstances to her. Unexpectedly, the slime girl listens wordlessly and remains calm throughout; unlike her usual air-headed self, she appears to grasp the situation quickly.  

    "So Chloe's gone, and you don't know what they will do to you." Looking the dark elf straight in the eyes, she repeats the gist of it. 

    "But there's more. Please remain calm." Kamii points at Senka, and the latter turns her head. 

    "Oh my." Even though the doll just started moving, Vitalis doesn't appear especially surprised. That's may just be her carefree nature showing again. 

    "You don't seem to be about to scream, so it makes things easier." The stitched girl says and slips down from the chair. "Considering it worked with her body, it should work with yours too. Give me a piece of you." 

    "I don't taste too good." Extending a goopy tendril from the tub, Vitalis does as she's told anyway. "I was in the library to find a recipe to make myself into sweet jelly." 

    "It's fine. I ate a piece of Chloe, so taste will never bother me again." Joking to alleviate the tension - or maybe being absolutely serious, as she isn't laughing - Senka sucks up the tip of the tendril and drinks it down. "You can hear me in your mind now." 

    "Woah." Splashing back in the tub, Vitalis calls out in bafflement. So this is the part where she's surprised, even after all the other shocking revelations. 

    "Calm down. You can answer me in your thoughts now. And I'll pull Kamii into the conference call." The living doll's voice resounds in the other two's minds. The term 'conference call' confuses them, but under the current circumstances, they don't think it's important. "First things first, you two need to practice speaking to me in your minds while talking to others on the outside." 

    "This is strange." The slime girl replies with her thoughts. 

    "So this is what we'll do..." Now that everybody is on the same page, Senka commences the war planning. 

    





   



 Chapter 48 - Escape Plan 

      

      

    "Runa was selected as a Champion?" Rolan mutters while reading the urgent letter he received with the morning mail. "And she's going to be taken to Lord Creator Alkupera's sanctum today. She says that we can't go with her! What?!" 

    The leader slams down the letter and jumps up as if motioning to leave for the academy right away. Gram and Leif try to hold him back, but Sigurd sees the page behind the first one that Rolan just skimmed and quickly picks it up. 

    "Do not be so hasty. There is more." He knows that the leader won't mind him reading a letter from his sweetheart, so he runs his eyes over the second page. "I believe this here is the greater - and far graver - revelation." 

    "What do you mean?" Hreidunn leans over to look at what the bard found, but the latter instead begins to read it out loud. 

    "Last night, I could not sleep for I was so troubled by having to part with you so suddenly. Thus, I sought advice from Miss Marcott, who had been chosen as well but refused her nomination." Sigurd doesn't use his usual flowery narrative tone and simply goes through it word by word to inform the listeners. 

    "Miss Marcott refused a call from the gods?!" Vigdis, who's typically reserved, jumps up and asks with round eyes. 

    "When I visited her room late at night, I received no answer and thought she may have already fallen asleep. But on my way back, I came upon Kamii being escorted by Professor Hagen and Professor Laiota." The bard pauses for a moment, and the others can see that even he seems to have difficulties with the part that follows. "Kamii looked scared and told me that Miss Marcott fought with a group of professors in the basement of the academy and was then sent away through a transportation circle. I then learned that Miss Marcott killed five professors in that battle." 

    "The missy?" Gram brings a hand to his mustache and mutters in disbelief. Rolan sits back down and stares at Sigurd with a concerned expression, remaining silent as he mulls over this shocking revelation.  

    After all the things they went through together, he now has to believe that she would do something like that? Were her clumsy straightforwardness and self-assured behavior that sometimes bordered on haughtiness all just a façade? Were her compassion and love for Kamii and Daica just a lie? Were her actions that saved them more than once just means to deceive them? He wouldn't believe it. 

    "Miss Hestia has been banished through the transportation circle alongside Miss Marcott, but Kamii is now in their custody for her involvement in that battle." Sigurd continues reading. "I fear that she may get executed for treason." 

    "What? Not Kamii!" Gram suddenly bangs his fist on the long dining table, and everybody sitting along it flinches as their plates clatter. The gentle giant who never raises his voice for anything but cheerful banter sounds angry. "The missy wouldn't just murder people in cold blood. And Kamii wouldn't help her if that were true." 

    "I think the same." Covering his eyes with a hand, Rolan shakes his head before looking up with a thoughtful expression. "There must be a reason for the fight."  

    "Runa writes that she is waiting for us at the citadel gate, hoping that this letter arrives before she has to leave with the Curiosity Collectors working under Lord Creator Alkupera. It would be best to go and see if we can help." Folding up the letter and handing it over to Rolan, Sigurd speaks in a serious tone. "I, too, wish to believe that Miss Marcott is not an evil demon. But remember not to let your emotions cloud your judgment." 

    Despite his wording, it's clear that the bard doesn't want to believe that Chloe would kill the professors that have been teaching her for the past moons because of a simple argument. There must have been important reasons that lead to things turning into a battle to the death which Runa was unable to find out. 

    "Sorry, but we have to cancel our delve for today." The leader finally turns to Hreidunn and speaks with a sigh, and she nods in understanding. 

    "Do you want us to come with you, or would it be better to leave you guys to it?" The ranger looks between the three men and then glances at her niece and nephew. Leif and Vigdis remain quiet since they only met Chloe once and don't know her enough to judge her character. It was shocking to hear that someone they drank ale with less than a fortnight ago turned out to be a demon, but now they learn that she killed several powerful members of the Royal Academy almost single-handedly.  

    "Please do come with us. I believe it would be best if we appear in force to plead for Kamii's freedom." Sigurd is the one who responds in the leader's stead. Rolan appears overwhelmed by this whole situation and nods half-heartedly to the bard's suggestion. 

    Thus, the group of six departs the guild hall and begins to walk at a brisk pace while maintaining a somber silence. Each member is thinking about how to come to terms with the fact that Chloe has killed five master mages. Even if it was in self-defense, it appears too excessive to justify. 

    The leader replays his memories forward and backward, but simply can't find any indication that the Chloe he knows was ever a schemer and cold-blooded murderer. Corrupting Hestia would be considered evil by many, but Runa told him that she seemed really happy afterward. They spent more time together, and she even moved into Chloe and Kamii's dorm room. 

    The little dark elf is the key to understanding what really happened in the academy's basement. While her opinion will undoubtedly be biased to an extent, she's just a child that will tell the plain truth without hiding anything. He believes that she wouldn't lie about something this important. 

    As the other members do the same, they soon reach the entrance of the citadel. Runa is waiting on the other side of the gate and waves at them, but glances at the soldiers with a troubled expression. Guests of students are typically allowed entry without a permit as long as the latter is there to guide them inside, but the academy appears to have tightened their security over last night's incident. 

    "I don't care!" Gram stomps his foot, and the guards shy back before putting their hands on the hilts of their swords. His powerful physique is unusual even among the tallest men of the kingdom, and his rare anger is quite intimidating even for trained soldiers. 

    "Excuse my friend, he is impatient right now, for there is a pressing matter waiting for us inside." The bard steps forward to defuse the situation. He knows that they can't just force their way into the citadel and that a touch of eloquence is needed here. "Would it be possible to enter with an escort? You could watch over us and make sure we do not step out of line." 

    With a wink and a glance at the empty hands and belts of his companions, he signals that they don't have any weapons on them. The guards have also seen them many times and have heard the rumors of their exploits in challenging the depths of the Lost Tombs. At this point, the group has become local heroes, so there's no reason to suspect that they would throw it all away to cause trouble in the Royal Academy. 

    The guard captain scratches his stubble and thinks for a moment, before waving over two soldiers. One of them is Frodi, who guided them the day Chloe and Runa were enrolled. He looks a little more weathered now and doesn't salute in an as snappy motion as he did before when he first started out. 

    "Hey guys, how have you been? You better behave." He greets them with a quip and grins. His professional attitude and straight back have slackened a little after learning that the job doesn't usually come with a lot of action. And since the royal family rarely leaves the palace, he doesn't need to keep up appearances too much either. Such a quick adaptation is a testament to the fact that this nation is at peace. 

    "Frodi, it is great to see you well." Sigurd greets him back by name. Even though they usually don't get to talk much whenever they meet at the gates, the bard never forgets a face and the name associated with it. This social ability allows him to befriend just about anybody. "We shall be in your care."  

    Finally, they are allowed entry, and Rolan quickly bridges the few steps that separated them from Runa. But instead of embracing her, he puts his hands on her shoulders and looks anxious. 

    "We got your letter this morning. What happened to Kamii?" Asking with a worried expression, he gets straight to the point. 

    "She is being held in her dorm room. They have not moved her yet." Runa is too agitated to mind that she isn't receiving the usual loving hug from her boyfriend. They begin to move toward the academy as she explains what she saw last night in more detail. 

    "Kamii called out to you for help, huh? But if she's in her room, we still have time." Hearing that the little dark elf is alright for the time being, Rolan breathes a sigh of relief before moving to the other pressing topic of the day. "And what about you being selected as a champion? Do you really have to leave today?"  

    "They told me that-" Runa begins, but she's interrupted by a female voice. 

    "Hello, Runa and her boyfriend. Over here." Waiting ahead of them is a girl with unnaturally white makeup and long brown hair, wearing the academy's uniform. She glances at the soldiers flanking the group with her purple eyes but then returns her gaze to the couple at the front. 

    "You are Vitalis, right?" The half-elf recognizes the student that could usually be seen sitting with Chloe during meals. 

    "Yes. I have some things to talk to you about." She replies with an expressionless face, then mutters so quietly that only Sigurd can hear her. "It's about Kamii, but we can't let the soldiers know." 

    The bard understands instantly that this girl knows about his exceptional hearing ability and chose to send him this hidden message so that he can do something to distract the guards. He shoots Gram a meaningful look, and the latter takes the hint.  

    "So, how's work been lately?" The big man turns around to Frodi and asks in a carefree manner. At the same time, Sigurd involves the soldier at his side in a similarly meaningless conversation so that Vitalis can talk to Rolan and Runa without being overheard. 

    Hreidunn soon understands what they're doing and signals for Vigdis to come with her while gesturing for Leif to remain with the others. She points at the right path leading around the academy building and puts on the expression of a tourist on a sightseeing tour while waving at her niece. 

    "I'd like to see the library. I hear it's an impressive sight from both within and without." Expertly faking excitement in her voice - a testament to a long career of dealing with people she would rather avoid - the ranger quickly jogs away with Vigdis in tow. 

    "Ah, hey." The guard wrapped up by Sigurd notices that a part of the group is splitting off to head in another direction. "Stay with them, Frodi. I'll go with these." 

    "Leave with the ladies, will you." Calling after him with feigned grumpiness, the younger soldier shakes his head and turns around to Gram with a grin and a shrug. Then he notices that Rolan and Runa are missing. "Huh, where did they go?" 

      

    "That's the full story." Vitalis finishes her retelling of Kamii's account of the occurrences last night while maintaining an expressionless façade, as they quickly make their way toward the dorms after losing their guards.  

    From the little dark elf's perspective, the professors arrived with the clear intention to kill Chloe. Her warning not to hurt her loved ones was ignored and instead openly ridiculed, which was the spark for the ensuing battle to the death. The confrontation ultimately led to several wounded and dead. 

    "Umm, can you explain again who you are?" Rolan asks with a skeptical expression. "And why do you know all this?" 

    "I think she is a demon." Runa eyes the girl's white face carefully, and the latter's expression crumbles as she twitches in shock; it actually crumbles physically, and she quickly takes out a powder box to fix it. But they already glimpsed her real skin color underneath the makeup and know she can't be human. 

    "It's alright. We don't care that you're a demon." The leader says impatiently, and Vitalis perks up. "So, what happens to Kamii now?" 

    "She's under house arrest, but they'll most likely decide her fate when the envoys of the gods arrive to take away the selected champions this afternoon." The disguised demon replies in a matter of fact tone. 

    "Wait. The envoys of the gods chose Chloe to become a champion yesterday, and she refused, right?" Rolan scratches his chin and wears a thoughtful expression on his face. "That same night, she has a battle to the death with the professors?" 

    "There must be a connection." Runa never thought of that possibility before, but the explanation may lie in there. 

    "Chloe discovered that one of the envoys is a spy sent by Demon Queen Pelomyx. That's why she went through the transportation network to inform Bryaledi about it." Vitalis explains in a hushed voice.  

    "What?!" Both Rolan and Runa exclaim in surprise upon hearing that Chloe has a connection with the god Bryaledi, the Perverter of Order. Vitalis puts a finger to her lips and gestures at them to calm down while looking around. They're behind the dorms, which should be empty at this time of the day, but somebody could still overhear them. 

    "How does she know Lord Bryaledi?" The leader is the first who gathers his thoughts and asks in an almost hysterical pitch while trying to keep his voice down. 

    "I don't know all the details myself, but I'm bringing you to the one who has the answers." The demon girl waves for them to quickly follow her toward the grove behind the earth arena. Currently, a class is in session, and the noises of earth beings raised and rolled around masks the sound of their crunching footsteps as they step into the undergrowth. Whoever is waiting there has taken the proper precautions to remain secretive about all this. 

    The two humans quietly think about what it means for Chloe, a confirmed demon, to know Bryaledi. Once again, they're reminded of the fact that she lied to them about her being a noble from the Mineva Republic. When they found out she was a demon, they considered the possibility that the republic has a lenient policy regarding demons just like the academy does. But if she's an envoy of one of the gods, that changes everything again. 

    "I brought Runa and her boyfriend." Vitalis calls out into the woods even though nobody seems to be there. Rolan looks around and hones his senses to feel the presence of whoever may be there, but they must be very skilled at hiding. 

    "You may scream, but please don't be louder than the magic class over there." Suddenly, a girl's voice asks of them in a deadpan tone, and somebody drops onto the ground in front of them. Runa sees who it is, and her eyes go round before she covers her mouth to suppress a scream. She has been on the receiving end of her sudden movements and mechanical laughter many times, so seeing her move and talk is bringing all those memories back at once. 

    "The automaton?!" Rolan stares at the stitched figure wearing a dark blue coat and capelet, complete with a hat of the same color, as she stands before them with a straight face. 

    "Call me Senka." She introduces herself calmly and bows, ignoring their wide-eyed stares. "I'll get right to the point and not waste any time. You have heard from Vitalis that Chloe used the transportation circle in the basement to see Bryaledi, right?" 

    "Yes. She told us that part, though it's hard to believe." Rolan massages his temples and rolls with the flow of the situation. He wants to ask Senka many other questions, especially about why she was acting like a doll all this time, but there's something more important to talk about right now. "Tell us in what way she's connected to the Perverter of Order."  

    To the people of the Kingdom of Lares as well as the Empire of Terminus, Bryaledi is one of the two gods that represent a concept which humans would consider evil. The other is Urslit, the Witch of the End. The former is said to be the one responsible for concepts such as delusions, betrayal, and madness, while the latter stands for the end of all things, be they material or immaterial. For ephemeral existences like humans, they both represent the negatives of life and its inevitable conclusion. 

    Strangely enough, Urslit has a lineup of officially recognized envoys and champions. She also has a following consisting of those who believe that her concept teaches humans to enjoy life and live it to its fullest, knowing that it's destined to end. 

    On the other side, Bryaledi inspires a similar outlook on life, albeit a less virtuous one not practiced in public. Many hedonistic lords and wealthy merchants worship him in secrecy, as he's also known as the god of trance-like dance, reckless revelry, and superlative pleasure.  

    "Chloe is an agent of Bryaledi, but she's pretty clumsy and misses the mark a lot." The doll-like girl explains with a wry smile and sideward glance. 

    "I never heard that Bryaledi has envoys or chosen a champion." Runa joins the conversation after calming down from her initial shock of finding out that the doll she always thought was an automaton is, in fact, a living person. "And a demon no less."  

    "The Perverter of Order doesn't choose sides. He has helped both humans and demons alike for his own pleasure." Shrugging, Senka waves off her concerns. "This time, he's helping the humans because he feels like it, even while employing a demon to do so."  

    "So Chloe discovered a spy among the envoys. Who was it?" Rolan steers the conversation back to the piece of information Vitalis dropped earlier and asks with a skeptical expression. He isn't ready to believe everything just yet, even though the likelihood that it's true is exceedingly high. How else could a demon have all magic affinities and avoid detection from both Sigurd and Arcelia? Maybe she isn't even a complete demon, but a being created by the god Bryaledi himself. 

    "The one with all the bandages." Senka's reply is delivered with a deadpan face as if implying that it should have been evident that the most suspicious-looking person is the main suspect.  

    "That was the envoy of the Witch of the End. Are you sure that was a demon?" Furrowing her brows, the half-elf asks. 

    "That's actually demon court magician Mithra." Even though it shouldn't be possible, the doll girl's face looks even more deadpan than before. 

    "Mithra?" Once again, Runa looks shocked. "He worked under the previous demon king and is still in the employ of the demon queen. How could he pass as an envoy undetected?" 

    "That's why Chloe believed that the professors at the academy may be working with him. So when they surrounded her, she was convinced they wanted to silence her." Glancing around, Senka explains the reason for the escalation that led to the deadly battle in the basement. "In either case, you're here to help Kamii, so this isn't that important right now." 

    "Yes, but we can't just sit still after hearing all this. We need to expose Mithra and the professors that are working with the demon queen." Rolan balls his fist with a determined look on his face. 

    "You think you can just waltz into the palace and tell the king that there are treasonous professors in the Royal Academy - maybe even the principal himself? Even if you could, would they believe you?" In a clearly reprimanding tone, the doll girl pulls the leader back to earth. He's as idealistic as she always believed him to be, as it is expected of a youthful leader of an adventurer group. "Even if only a few are involved, do you think those will let you live if you try to expose them? Chloe would only want you all to be safe until she can return with help and put an end to this conspiracy." 

    "Then what do you suggest we do?" He swallows his urge to argue that it would still be the right thing to do, even if it may cost him his life. After all, exposing Kamii to any danger just because he wants to satisfy his sense of justice would be irresponsible of him, especially since he came here to save her.  

    "I believe that they may be deliberating on what to do with Kamii right now. There are two ways to go about this: Barge into the meeting or blockade the dorm room in which she's being confined." Senka lays out the options, both of which sound somewhat forceful and not at all in the spirit of safety. "In either case, you'll have to stand up to the professors." 

    "Is that not exactly what you warned us not to do?" Runa's tone makes her skepticism clear. 

    "No, I only told you not to reveal anything about the conspiracy to anybody. Just keep it in your hearts for when the time to choose sides comes." The doll girl clarifies. "But don't start a fight with them. Use your determination." 

    With this cryptic suggestion, she stares at them silently, as if to say that there's nothing more to discuss, and actions need to follow now. 

    





   



 Chapter 49 - An Innocent Girl 

      

      

    "How could you just run off like that." Frodi reprimands Rolan and Runa when he finally finds them - or rather when they return to him. Hreidunn and Vigdis seem to have been reeled back in, and it seems they already received their stern talking-to. "If something had happened, it wouldn't be just your heads." 

    "Sorry, we forgot about our surroundings while talking." Rolan apologizes with an awkward grin while hiding the turmoil in his mind. "Won't happen again." 

    "So, how long do you plan on staying here?" The other soldier who chased after the two women that split off from the group asks, making his intention clear; he wants them to get out as soon as possible so that it really won't happen again on his watch. Next time, he'll most likely refuse to take on the job of escorting them. 

    "We'll accompany her to the dorms. She forgot something she wanted to give me." The leader maintains an apologetic expression to ease the guards into granting them this last  

    request. 

    They plan to wait at the dorm entrance until Kamii is brought out to delay her and make a scene for all to see. Then, when the envoys of the gods arrive to take their selected champions away, Runa will talk to them and have the little dark elf spared; they know that she will be expelled in any case, but they believe she shouldn't face execution.  

    It's a foolhardy makeshift plan that relies on a lot of factors which could go wrong, but it's all they can do on such short notice and without the danger of escalating things into a battle. 

    Senka and Vitalis remained in the grove, with the latter most likely stealthily returning to the dorms soon after to somehow inform Kamii that help is on the way. All they need to do now is to tell the others of the group the contents of the plan. Unfortunately, the guards are keeping a close eye on them now, and even whispers will be frowned upon. 

    "It is something very important." Runa adds to the request with upturned eyes. 

    "Alright, but make it quick." Frodi acts hard-pressed but grants her that much because of her cuteness. Even though he's the younger of the two, the other guard seems to leave the decisions up to him.  

    "Thank you." The half-elf bows and gives him a radiant smile. Everybody stares at her, and she loses confidence. "What?" 

    "It's so rare to see you smile like that." Gram is the first to comment. It feels like she usually reserves it for when she's alone with Rolan. 

    "Like a ray of warmth in the Age of Frost." At Sigurd's metaphor, the half-elf's expression turns frigid with perfect timing. She very rarely smiles and usually maintains a neutral look, but that comparison was uncalled for. "Sorry." 

    With the conversation dying down after the bard's remark, they move toward the dormitory buildings. Unlike before, when Rolan and Runa were following Vitalis, they take the path that leads them past the field behind the academy's main building. A class of wind magic is in session, and the students stare at them when they see the half-elf among the group. 

    After she was selected as a champion of the gods, she has become a celebrity among the students just as much as Chloe and Hestia were. Nobody has noticed that the latter two have disappeared yet, or it would be making its rounds and overshadow anything else going on in the academy. 

    "Miss Sigint, have you prepared for your departure?" Ninlil calls out to Runa when they approach the girls' dorm building. "Oh, are those your companions?" 

    "Yes. They came to see me off." The half-elf replies while trying to maintain a friendly demeanor. Under the circumstances, it's difficult to hide her unease. 

    "They still aren't allowed to enter the dorms." With her broom in hand, the cat girl steps in their way. "Men aren't allowed in the girls' dorm, and outsiders especially so." 

    "We only accompanied her here since she needs to get something from her room. We'll wait outside." Rolan nods to Ninlil and gestures for the group to stay near the entrance, while his sweetheart walks inside. 

    The cat girl returns to work and sweeps the steps, glancing over at the group from time to time as if to signal them that she's keeping an eye on their actions. She knows that Chloe and Kamii used to be part of their group, so the possibility that they're here to stir something up is high. 

    "It's taking her a while." Frodi comments while looking up into the blue sky. "What's the holdup?" 

    "I don't know. She packed her belongings yesterday, so maybe she can't find it right away." Shrugging, Rolan explains to appease the guard's worries. 

    "She packed? Is she leaving the academy?" Scratching his chin and raising his eyebrow, Frodi asks in a surprised tone. "She's only been here since the start of the winter; it's not even been six moons." 

    "The Curiosity Collectors of Lord Creator Alkupera have chosen her to join their ranks as a champion." Sigurd takes over and speaks with a hint of pride. "They will be coming here to pick her up shortly." 

    Rolan turns away and frowns. The idea of her going somewhere he can't reach for who knows how long doesn't sit well with him, but he also doesn't want to hold her back. In his mind, he has been putting off deciding how to feel about this and is waiting for a sign to push him in the right direction.  

    A man with long and straight black hair walks past them and enters the dorms, greeting Ninlil with a nod. He must be a professor, and his presence here must mean that they have decided to move Kamii. The leader exchanges a glance with Gram and Sigurd, who understand it as a signal to follow his lead in what he's going to do next. 

    And sure enough, the little dark elf is led down the stairs by Astrid, whom they met when they came here to enroll Runa and Chloe, and the man who passed them earlier. At the same time, Luna exits her room at the end of the hallway of the first floor and quickly walks toward them with her staff in her hands. 

    Astrid notices the group waiting right outside the entrance and her eyebrow twitches. It's clear that she suspects something, but she doesn't slow down her steps and puts on an icy façade quite unlike the last time they met. 

    "Gram!" Kamii suddenly calls out to the big man, her expression filled with the anxiety only a child could show when being taken away by people they don't want to go with. Even before Rolan could do anything to start his poorly-planned rescue attempt, she took the initiative. 

    "Silence!" Astrid commands and lifts her cane demonstratively to stop any further attempts of communication coming from the little dark elf. 

    "Wait!" Rolan moves forward and stands in her way. He doesn't have his sword at his hip, and Gram doesn't carry his shield, so he's not as confident as he could be, but he hopes to solve this in a civilized manner. "We heard about what happened and-"  

    "And? What do you hope to accomplish by coming here?" Interrupting the leader in a cold tone, the matron-like professor instantly takes the wind out of his sails. "As an outsider, you have no say in academy matters." 

    Rolan stares at her and blinks, unable to come up with a counterargument. He was never the type to be skillful with words or improvise in anything outside of combat, so when he isn't even allowed to voice his opinion, his lack of adaptability becomes obvious.  

    "But I still am a member of the academy. I demand to know where you are bringing Kamii." Runa calls out to them from behind, and Astrid turns her head with an angry look. 

    "Young woman, you are out of line." She puts her cane down audibly, but the half-elf doesn't even flinch and stands her ground. Her self-confidence received an incredible boost since she was selected as a champion, but even before that, she's still half a member of the proud elven race. 

    "As a champion of Lord Creator Alkupera-" Runa begins but is interrupted just like her boyfriend was. 

    "You have yet to be initiated, so you have no authority." Astrid's tone is menacing, even while her voice remains level. Then she turns to Rolan and the others in front of the dorm entrance. "Now make way." 

    "What is going on here?" Thorvald's voice booms across the gathering, and everybody turns to look at him. He's followed by a group of professors as well as two masked men - the one at the most colorful and the one at the darkest end of the spectrum that makes up the Curiosity Collectors' wardrobe. 

    "These youngsters are-" The matron begins to explain, but for once, she's the one to get interrupted instead. 

    "We have heard of what happened last night and came to take Kamii away from here." Rolan puts his foot down and declares his intention. "She's an innocent child who was only swept up in the circumstances." 

    "And who may you be?" The principal glances across the group of adventurers, his gaze lingering on Sigurd for a moment longer than on anybody else. 

    "We are Chloe's companions and traveled with her before she enrolled here." With an unwavering attitude, the leader declares that he stands on the banished demon's side. 

    "Is there a problem, Grand Master Eklundstrom?" The most colorful member of Alkupera's envoys asks in his high-pitched and slightly unhinged tone. "Will this turn ugly?" 

    "No, we have everything under control." Even though the envoys may make it seem like they hold a position above even the principal of the Royal Academy, the latter doesn't change his attitude when talking to them. "As for you, youngsters. You may have the wrong impression of what is happening." 

    "Then tell us what you intend to do." Taking half a step forward, Rolan maintains his strong façade. 

    "You do not make demands here." Even though his voice is level, an almost tangible pressure lays itself on the adventurers like a heavy blanket when Thorvald replies. "We have come to a decision regarding Miss Kamii's fate after she helped in Miss Marcott's escape last night." 

    "She told us that you sent her away!" Runa suddenly comes forward from behind Basarab and glares at the principal. 

    "That is of no consequence here." The latter instantly dismisses her objection. He's maintaining a patient attitude even with the Curiosity Collectors watching his every move. "Miss Kamii is expelled from the Royal Academy and will henceforth be barred entry to any other magic academy in the kingdom." 

    He pauses, and everybody waits for what comes after, but when they realize that he isn't continuing, confusion begins to spread among Rolan and his group. Finally, somebody breaks the silence. 

    "That's it?" Gram asks with disbelief in his voice. 

    "Were you perhaps expecting us to order her execution?" With a displeased expression, Thorvald asks in a rhetorical tone. He shoots Kamii a glance, who responds with a defiant look. "Her involvement in the matter was not grave enough to warrant that. She did not influence the outcome of last night's events." 

    "Then we may take her with us?" Sigurd asks cautiously, and the principal nods. 

    "The sooner, the better." His expression implies that while the professors present right now agree with such a lenient decision, others aren't as happy about her getting away. The longer they linger, the higher the possibility for somebody causing a scene. 

    "I see that this Miss Kamii is a curious little thing." The envoy in black suddenly comments while tilting his head. The mask doesn't show his expression, but the target of the gaze can tell that it must be an inquisitive one. 

    "We would love to take her with us as well." The colorful one adds, bending forward to eye the little dark elf from closer up. 

    "Do not take her!" Runa steps forward and stands in his way. "If you do, I will refuse to come along." 

    Everybody stares at her in surprise, and even Thorvald's eyes behind his glasses widen a little at the half-elf's boldness. Chloe refusing the invitation from the envoys is one thing, considering what she is, but Runa making such a declaration to cover for Kamii is an entirely different matter.  

    "We understand. Thou shalt not be greedy, as the commandment goes." Shrugging, the one clad in black gives up readily. "So, Miss Sigint, are you ready to depart?" 

    "Wait." Now it's Rolan's turn to stand in their way. "Does she have to leave already?" 

    "What would be so important as to make Lord Alkupera wait?" Tilting his head to almost ninety degrees, the colorful envoy asks in a tone that implies the reply better be worthwhile.  

    And to Runa's shock, her sweetheart doesn't know an answer to that. For a moment, she considers answering that this separation of two lovers is all too sudden; she was only chosen yesterday and already has to leave her old life behind. But seeing that Rolan couldn't come up with something so obvious, she can't help but sulk. 

    "Then we shall depart right away." The man in black states with apparent disinterest in his voice and gestures for the half-elf to follow her. She does as she's told but looks back to see whether or not her beloved has anything to add. 

    "Are you fine with letting her go like this?" Sigurd whispers in the leader's ear. Gram also looks at him reproachfully but doesn't say anything in the presence of the god envoys. 

    "I... I don't know." Rolan shakes his head and looks at Runa, who turns away at his indecisiveness. As if an invisible bond is broken this way, he lets go of her. But she suddenly stops and raises her voice one more time. 

    "Wait, my luggage is still-" Remembering that she's only carrying her staff, she grasps at straws to create another chance at drawing her departure out longer. 

    "Somebody will get it for you. Come now." Almost impatiently, the colorful envoy puts a hand on Runa's back and pushes her along. With this, they finally walk away toward the main building, while the principal and other professors watch Rolan and his group staring at their receding backs. 

    "Please accompany Miss Kamii to her room and help her vacate it." Thorvald steps into their line of sight and blocks their view. His tone makes it clear that he wants the little dark elf removed from the academy premises immediately. "Mistress Ninlil will show you the way." 

    With these words, the principal turns away and follows the envoys, as does his entourage. Astrid and Basarab remain to watch over the group, which is rooted in place after the quick succession of events.  

    "I can't believe you just let her leave like that." Hreidunn finally says while shaking her head.  

    "Come on, aunt. Was he supposed to stand up to an envoy of a god?" Stepping forward with an understanding look, Leif stops her from continuing. 

    "We will see her again, right?" Gram mutters while staring at the envoys and professors walking toward the main building. 

    Rolan remains silent as he does the same. 

      

    Nobody is in the mood to join the festive atmosphere in the guild hall when they finally reach it. Somebody seems to have completed an especially dangerous delve and found an item on the list of relics and is now giving out free drinks to everybody. Not so long ago, Rolan and his group had done the same when they found Roshanee. 

    "There he comes, the man with the Sword of Light." One from the group at the center of tonight's party suddenly points at the leader, and everybody turns around toward them. 

    "Damn." Gram mutters to himself because he knows that they were spotted due to his height. 

    "Let me handle this." Hreidunn offers and walks ahead without waiting for an answer, pulling Leif and Vigdis along with her. "You go ahead." 

    "Thanks." Lifting his gaze just long enough to say this, Rolan turns away when the ranger raises her voice to pull everybody's attention to her.  

    Kamii's hiding in the big man's shadow and wears an oversized coat that covers her features while carrying Senka underneath it. The revelation that she was expelled from the academy should wait for another time when fewer people are around. As Gram pushes his way through the crowd and toward the stairs leading up, Sigurd makes sure nobody brushes against the spikes on her cursed arm by standing by her side. 

    Finally, they make it through and get up to their rooms. Kamii has expressed her wish to live with Daica, but they had to first return to the guild to retrieve their equipment. After all, the dangerous neighborhood her sister chose to establish her store in is best traversed with caution and a weapon within hand's reach. 

    "That was anticlimactic." Senka suddenly says when the door closes behind them. Gram and Sigurd flinch and spin their heads around to the talking doll in Kamii's arm. 

    "I assume nobody's listening here or you wouldn't be talking." Rolan has gotten past the shock from last time, even though he did almost forget about her presence due to a marked lack of it whenever she isn't moving or talking. 

    "What's going on?" The big man looks between Senka and the leader, demanding an explanation with wide-open eyes.  

    "She's alive and unexpectedly wise for her appearance." The latter points at her with an unenthusiastic expression. Ever since he separated with Runa, it feels like part of his soul left him. Maybe he should have at least asked for how long she would be gone or gotten an address to send letters to. 

    "There isn't much for me to say here. You did pretty well, but it seems to have been pointless in the end. They let her go without any fuss because she's innocent. Never expected that." The doll girl gestures at Kamii to let her down and stands on her own two feet. "It really dodged a cliché there."  

    "Thank you." Kamii nods in the direction of the three men, of whom two are still staring at Senka in a mixture of disbelief and curiosity. 

    "She's really alive?" Gram bends down to get a closer look. "Some of those scars look like they were fatal." 

    "Curious." Sigurd mutters while eyeing the doll girl, but his expression doesn't reflect his statement. In fact, he appears to be alarmed after failing to see through somebody even after being with them for such a long time - again. "Are you undead?" 

    "No, I'm not alive, but I'm also not dead." Shaking her head, Senka replies with a deadpan expression. "I'm Schrödinger's Doll."  

    "Is that your title?" Tilting his head with an eyebrow raised, the bard inquires earnestly. 

    "That was a joke." She shrugs and glances at Kamii. 

    "Can we leave soon?" The latter asks the men, who hurry up in putting on their gear with abashed expressions. 

      

    Hreidunn and her two charges rejoin them outside the guild hall after they finished their distraction. The heated party is still ongoing, but nobody took notice of Rolan and his group as they pass through again on their way out.  

    The three members from the original party talked it over with Kamii and Senka, agreeing not to divulge the truth about the doll girl being sentient. Since she's not substantially smaller than the little dark elf, she was packed into Gram's backpack for easier carrying and concealment on their way to Daica's store. 

    "So we're going to visit Kamii's little sister? And she has a store?" Vigdis asks with a quizzical expression and glances at the dark elf in question as they make their way through the city. Her confusion is understandable due to the apparent age of the girl in question. 

    "It's... complicated." Rolan says and implies that it's best if she sees for herself. 

    "Lady Nightwane possesses a beauty such that my humble self is at a loss for drawing a fitting comparison from both nature and the written word." Sigurd employs his story-telling tone but then sighs. "Alas, she has been claimed by Miss Marcott." 

    Vigdis blinks and flaps her mouth open and closed, then exchanges a look with Leif. 

    "You mean to say... two girls?" The latter asks with an expression that suggests more than a mild interest in details. Everybody has heard stories that relationship between two men or two women is rather common in elven society - and apparently the same is true for dark elves. But in the kingdom, people frown upon it. 

    "Pay attention to your surroundings." Hreidunn snarls at her nephew for his unabashed interest in what she must perceive as an immoral act.  

    "Me too." Kamii suddenly adds with an expressionless face, although her tone of voice suggests that she doesn't like being left out. "And Hestia."  

    Everybody stares at her, their mouths hanging open in speechlessness. The members of the original group knew that she and Chloe had a carnal relationship, but none of them had suspected that the angel girl was taken in as well. So the human-looking demon has been building herself a harem of demi-humans and even found one in the academy. 

    For the rest of the journey, the group remains quiet. Some are thinking over what they knew about Chloe while others fantasize about what it would be like between girls. 

    Both Kamii and Senka, who's stuffed inside Gram's backpack but overheard it all, appreciate the silence.





   



 Chapter 50 - Fatal Touch 

      

      

    This is the third time this moon. In a sense, it's a miracle that there are only so few, despite the seemingly facilitative conditions that lead them to take such a course of actions. And no matter what rumors circulate, they don't seem to act as deterrents at all. 

    "Fork over all yer money!" The man with bad teeth and a worse breath points his knife at the dark elf behind the counter. Even though it's barely more than a kitchen knife, it's enough of a threat to people not trained in hand-to-hand combat. 

    And Daica certainly never did. She flaps her mouth open and shut, as her eyes dart between the sharp blade, its wielder with the pockmarked and dirty face, and his equally unsanitary partner walking through the aisles without a care in the world. 

    "Hey Bo, wha'cha think this thing's used for?" The latter picks up a distinctly phallus-shaped piece of carved wood. It features grooves and nubs along its gently sloped body, and anybody with some imagination would be able to tell its function. 

    "Not now, Gudmund." The more sensible of the two robbers doesn't turn his head while answering with a roll of his eyes. "Yer money, now." 

    "I-I don't have i-it here." The dark elf on the other end of the knifepoint replies in a nervous stutter. 

    "Bullshit." Jerking the weapon around, Bo emphasizes his position of power over her. "Give us everything." 

    "I-it's in the back, i-in a locked ch-chest." Staring at the knife pointed at her voluptuous chest, Daica quickly replies and gestures at the door to her right. "I-I can get it."  

    "I'll be coming with ye." Rounding the counter, the robber puts a hand on the doorknob and pulls, but it doesn't budge. "Unlock it." 

    "I-it isn't locked. Y-you have to push." Her tone is still fearful, but Bo seems to be spotting a hint of mockery in her attitude. Before he can turn around in anger, Gudmund already begins to make fun of him. 

    "Nice job there, Bo!" He roars in laughter. 

    "Shut up! Can't ye see that yer undermining my autis-... authorism..." Flaring up, the man with the knife reprimands his partner but gets stuck on a word that may be too difficult for his uneducated mind.  

    "Do you mean 'authority'?" Daica asks sheepishly. 

    "Ye, that one." Bo turns around to her and acts like he knew but only temporarily forgot. Then he realizes who he's talking to and his attitude shifts back into robbery gear. "Oi, move yer ass." 

    Quickly doing as she's told, the dark elf pushes open the door to the back of her store. It's a small storage area with a few shelves on which some of the shadier and unique goods are being kept. For a layman, none of the items look notably different from the ones outside, but if Bo and Gudmund knew that some of them can be worth a fortune in the right hands, they would be ransacking it right away. 

    At the end of the room, a set of stairs leads up to Daica's living quarters. The layout is similar to her old store in Hovsgaerden, albeit easier to navigate and a little roomier. She leads the man toward the stairs, but he grabs her shoulder and stops her. 

    "Hey, what's up there?" Bo asks with clear suspicion in his uneven features as he leans in on her. "Ye not leading me into some kinda trap, are ye?" 

    "N-no, I wouldn't d-dare it." Stuttering, she shies back and turns her face away to avoid breathing in the ungodly stench emerging from his mouth. "I-it is upstairs, w-where I live." 

    "Lead the way. And no funny moves." Lightly poking the dark elf's back with the knife, the robber signals for her to go ahead. Despite his appearance, and while he does seem to enjoy his position of power, he acts unexpectedly professionally in that he doesn't try to touch her in any indecent way. 

    They walk up the creaking stairs and reach the second floor. The entire architecture is narrower than the first floor's, and the lack of illumination causes Bo to feel slightly intimidated. But his greed wins over his fear of the dark, and he follows Daica down the hallway into a room at the very end. 

    She opens the door with shaky hands and speaks the incantation for activating lamp crystals. The warm light coming from several alcoves in the walls cover the room in a cozy and inviting glow. Inside is a large canopy bed with red satin curtains and burgundy sheets. The entire room's atmosphere gives off the impression that it would be well-suited in the horizontal business. 

    "What's this?" The robber looks around with a skeptical expression. 

    "M-my room." Daica replies with an embarrassed expression while walking over to one of the tapestries. "I-I wanted to i-invite my lover s-someday." 

    "Ye got a lover? Must be some disgusting demi-human like ye." Bo comments with a dismissive look on his face. His attitude reveals why he hasn't tried to assault her yet; like many uneducated lower-class people, he discriminates against demi-humans based on the color of their skin. If he were to come face-to-face with a fair-skinned elf, he would never do the same. 

    The dark elf wordlessly pushes aside one of the many dark red tapestries and reveals a chest reinforced with metal bars. From between her breasts, she pulls out a key hanging from a leather string and pushes it into the lock. With an audible click, the chest opens. 

    Finally, greed overcomes the robber, as he pushes Daica aside and flips open the lid, revealing a large pile of gold coins inside. The store's shadier aspects have allowed her to amass a little fortune through procuring rare items only dark elves know where to find in sufficient quantities. With this, the robbers would be set for life.  

    "D-do you find me d-disgusting?" Leaning onto Bo's back and pressing her breasts against him, the dark elf suddenly says. 

    "W-what are ye doing?" Shocked, he quickly gets up and turns around. The sensation was like that of any other woman of her rare endowment, so he couldn't help but feel some measure of attraction. 

    "A-admit it. Y-you would love to l-lay with me." Despite stuttering, her attitude seems to have turned around completely, as her amethyst eyes looking like swirling galaxies in a clear night sky glow in the twilight of the poorly-illuminated room. An enticing smile graces her lips as she brings a hand forward. 

    A part of Bo remembers that she was wearing gloves earlier, but now her slender fingers are exposed. They look soft, holding the promise of a gentle touch as they reach for his face. He remembers the last time he had a woman; her skin was fair, but dotted with unhealthy spots, with creases on her face and rough hands that had worked on many a man's members. 

    Even if her skin tone may be different from a human's, the dark elf's face and body still represent perfection. 

    Then her fingers reach his cheek and lightly brush against it. For a moment, it feels like an electric shock ran through his entire body. But then a sensation of discomfort begins to spread on his, which quickly turns into a burning heat as if a red-hot iron rod has been placed against it. 

    "Wh-what did you do?" He brings a hand up to his face, feeling it shriveled and dry. Before he realizes what that means, Daica grabs the back of his hand with which he holds the knife. Pain immediately assaults him, and he draws back with a scream.  

    Staring at the place she touched him in, he watches with horror as blackness spreads from it like a drop of ink on a piece of cloth. Falling backward onto the floor, his hand spasms from the pain and he lets go of his weapon. 

    Looking up, he realizes that the smile he thought was gentle before was actually a sinister one promising suffering. 

    Mustering his strength to overcome the pain, he pushes himself up from the floor and runs out of the room, crashing into the wall of the hallway with his shoulder. An innocent chuckle emerges from the room behind him, and the hairs on his neck stand on end at its tone. 

    "W-where are you going?" She asks while walking toward him. Even though the floorboards creak under every of Bo's steps, hers are entirely silent, as if she's only an apparition with no weight. Is that why her touch caused him such pain? Is she a vengeful ghost that curses the living? 

    Screaming, the robber scrambles down the narrow hallway, followed by the measured steps of the dark elf as she watches his struggle to get away from her with eyes glowing in the dark. He rolls down the stairs and groans from pain, thinking he broke his arm. But when he looks down, he instead finds that it has turned black all the way up to his elbow now. The same must be happening with his face, as the pain has given way to numbness in the entire left half of it by now. 

    "What's going on, Bo?" Gudmund sticks his head in from the door leading out into the store and sees his crawling partner. "Whoa, what happened to yer face?" 

    Then Daica rounds the corner, still wearing her smile with gently narrowed eyes. 

    "Did ye do that to him?" Pulling a knife from his pocket, the other man points it at the dark elf with a panicked expression. He watches as Bo tries to speak, but the creeping blackness must have spread to his throat already. 

    Deciding that it's better to get his friend out of the way first, Gudmund helps him up and pulls him out into the store. But just when he turns around, thinking that Daica is still far enough away that he can do so safely, he feels a pair of hands embracing his cheeks. 

    The pain that shoots through his head causes him to scream out, and he falls to his knees while dropping his weapon just like his partner has earlier. Now it's up to the latter to help him, as the two crippled men shakily make their way past the reception counter and pull themselves up on the shelves leading toward the door. 

    After just two more steps, the blackness spreads to their veins and reach their hearts, being pumped throughout their bodies alongside their life-giving blood within moments. Bo is the first to die, pulling down the contents of the potions shelf with him as he falls to the floor and convulses one last time. 

    Gudmund's eye stalks have been affected even before his blood became contaminated, so he's blind to anything around him and stumbles about. When he hears his partner fall and crash, he turns his head every which way and whimpers his name with a voiceless breath as his throat feels like it dried up completely. Then his ears finally give out, and only darkness and silence envelop him. The burning pain spreads through his every fiber before his final sense of touch leaves him. 

    He, too, falls while taking half a shelf worth of goods onto the floor with him. As if in a dramatic gesture, the two robbers are facing each other with their empty eyes, united in death as they have been in life. 

    Daica looks down at the two corpses. Sighing, she glances over their unmoving bodies and then the shattered bottles and other items scattered across the floor around them. It's not the norm for them to cause so much mayhem; even though they didn't look it, they were healthier than many who came before. More commonly, they would have died within a few steps after being touched by her.  

    The dark elf walks around the counter and picks up a broom to clean up the mess that she can for now. Moving the bodies will be a much bigger effort, so she puts it off for now. 

    "This was quite expensive, too." Picking up a large broken flask that used to be filled with wyrm blood, meant to be sold only in small quantities, she sighs again. 

    Suddenly, the door opens, and a man enters. He's just as filthy as the two robbers on the floor, but misses several teeth and has misaligned eyes that may be the result of an infection in the past or too hard a knock to his head. Judging by his dragging speech, both may be the case. 

    "Wha's goin' on in here?" When he sees the two bodies on the floor, his lips quiver. The one mobile eye looks up at the dark elf leaning over them with the broken bottle in her hand. 

    "O-oh. T-this is a m-misunderstanding." She tries to hide the sharp glass that couldn't look more like a murder weapon behind her back and stutters. However, the circumstances don't seem to be in her favor, as her hands are stained with the spilled contents now. 

    "Y-you killed m-my friends." The man accuses her with a stutter. "Y-you killed Bo a-and Gudmund!" 

    Daica's expression immediately relaxes when she hears that he must have been the lookout posted outside while the other two came in to rob her. He looks dull-witted and will most likely charge at her with one of the yet to be processed tree branches that are meant to be turned into wands or staves, sticking out from a barrel next to him. 

    However, he storms out screaming murder instead, and the dark elf blinks in surprise. This is the first time somebody ran out on her and accused her of a crime instead of trying to avenge their partners. Unsure how to deal with it, she just stares at the door closing itself from the force of his exit. 

    Then it opens again, and the shape of Gram fills the frame with the runaway man in his arm, as he futilely struggles to break free. He lowers his head to enter, followed by Rolan, Sigurd and then, to Daica's surprise, Kamii. She doesn't register the three others that come in after anymore, as she jumps up in happiness at seeing her older sister. 

    "What happened here?" The leader is the first to ask as he takes in the scene before him. Two dead on the floor with agonized expressions and blackened skin, the shopkeeper holding a broken bottle with blood on it, and a man who definitely doesn't look like an upstanding citizen running out of her store screaming. 

    But he puts two and two together quickly before she can answer. Judging by the latter's appearance, he surmises that he's not a very bright fellow, so all the signs point to a botched robbery in which the tables were turned on the assailants. It doesn't answer his question though, as he would never expect any sort of fighting capabilities from Daica. 

    "J-just the usual." The dark elf, ignorant of the fact that she was just belittled, replies shyly. 

    "Usual?" Sigurd walks forward and glances at the state of the two corpses, then at the big dark elf's hands. She isn't wearing any gloves unlike she usually does, and his instincts tell him that it's related to what happened to the men. He always felt that it was dangerous to touch her skin directly. 

    "T-they come from t-time to time, th-thinking I'm an easy t-target." Her tone suggests resignation rather than fear. The Lady Nightwane they know from Hovsgaerden always seemed like a hapless woman with an unexpectedly cute stutter and a storekeeper who somehow tolerated an ungodly stench in her store. 

    While her stutter remains, the contents of her words give them a reason to believe that she's not as helpless as they always thought she was. 

    "What happened to them?" Gram asks with his brows furrowed as he points at the blackened skin of the bodies. 

    "T-there's no two ways a-about this." Daica sighs, then pulls out a cloth from between two shelves and wipes her hands before producing her usual gloves from the front pocket of her apron. "I-I'm cursed."  

    Kamii rounds the three men and walks forward undeterred by that announcement and the agonizing expressions on the corpses. As if to stand by her sister when she makes that announcement, she takes off her cloak to reveal her crab arm. Her eyes are saying that she won't stand for any discrimination against the cursed. 

      

    "It seems today is full of surprising revelations." Rolan stares at the hooded lamp crystal on the table. Both sides exchanged stories in Daica's living room upstairs, leaving the big dark elf in shock and the humans in a stupor. 

    They learned that the big dark elf killed her own mother after childbirth because of her curse - at the time still only a weak poison that enfeebled her after a long time of exposure from the baby in her womb. Daica curse only grew stronger with the summers that passed, and eventually, her touch became deadly even after just a fleeting contact. 

    "Just as you said." Gram mutters to Sigurd, but the latter elbows the former in the stomach. The bard did warn the group members not to touch her, though he didn't have any specific reason for his hunch at the time. But it only proves that he does seem to have a sixth sense for such secrets. 

    The big dark elf didn't hear Gram's whisper, as she continues to process the story Kamii told her; Chloe has been exposed as a demon and was attacked by the professors in the academy. While it's fortunate that she survived, she was sent through a transportation circle to who knows where. 

    "W-what do we do n-now?" Finally, Daica asks in an unsure tone. Judging by her older sister's expression, she understands not to question the revelation that Chloe is an envoy of Bryaledi. She never heard it from the person herself, so it's either something revealed only recently or a lie. 

    After all, she learned that she was a shape-shifting demon shortly after they first met, but there was never any explanation as to what she was doing so far from the Dominion. Even her exuberant lifestyle makes it sound plausible that she's an envoy of the elusive Perverter of Order - or the God of Revelry as he's called by her people. 

    "Wait for her to come back." Kamii states with a stoic expression. "I'll live here until then." 

    Daica stares at her older sister with round eyes, not sure how to feel about this sudden declaration. Then she instantly embraces the little dark elf and smiles with tears in her eyes. 

    "I get to live with you again." If anything, she seems to have at least found the silver lining in the banishment of Chloe. 

    "But I'm going to join you in the Lost Tombs." Still in her little sister's embrace, Kamii turns her head to Rolan and the others. Her eyes are saying that she has made her decision, and nothing will change her mind now.  

    "We can't put you into such danger." The leader knows that she's taking after Chloe and won't be easy to sway, but he tries anyway. "Chloe wouldn't want you to get hurt while she's away." 

    "Don't use Mahkotoh as an excuse. This is my decision." But the little dark elf dismisses his argument with an unexpectedly brusque rebuttal. 

    Everybody but Daica stares at Kamii, stunned by her confident and level tone. A mere child wouldn't be able to talk like this, but they do know that she's older than her appearance suggests. It's only that her behavior so far has led them to believe her mental growth was stunted by her traumatic life as a slave. 

    "Have you ever wielded a weapon in your life?" Rolan tries a different approach - the same he used against Chloe when she first expressed her wish to join the group and work on requests with them. 

    "I have this." Instead of answering, she lifts her cursed arm over the table. When seeing it from this close, it does make the impression that it could be used as a weapon. But anybody who has fought using their own bodies can testify that against wild beasts and undead, it's better to have a sword and preferably a shield. Not even earth mages use their bare fists despite training them by punching rocks. 

    "Have you ever killed?" Moving on while making a half check on the weapons department, the leader continues with the exact same questions he would ask any newcomer who may give him the impression that they're inexperienced. 

    "Yes." Without a moment's hesitation, Kamii responds in the positive. As if to back up her statement, she takes out the Graeber skull Chloe kept on the shelf in their room from inside her satchel and places it on the table. "I killed several of them." 

    "What is that?" Gram tilts his head and stares at the skull with the oversized incisors, but Sigurd scratches his chin at its sight. 

    "That is the skull of a Graeber." He explains, and the other two men who were there at the time realize what they're looking at. Even though they came face-to-face with the humanoid hairless rats, they didn't associate the blank skull with those dark-dwellings beasts with rosy skin and tiny eyes. "It would seem that Miss Kamii did her part when we were surrounded in Rathgolim." 

    "I see that you have made up your mind." Rolan sighs, knowing that at this rate, he won't be able to find an argument to keep the little dark elf out of this line of work. He thinks back to the first time he and Luna went on a request together outside the city's limits. That was several summers ago when neither had ever faced danger before as people living in a quiet village not far from Hovsgaerden. They eventually met the more experienced Gram and Sigurd, and ultimately came this far. 

    "Everybody has to start somewhere. And from what I hear, this young lady isn't new to this." Hreidunn joins the conversation and stands on Kamii's side. Despite her initial apprehension when seeing her cursed arm the day Chloe came to visit them in the guild hall, she has taken a liking to her.  

    "B-but what about living with me?" Daica fears that delving in the Lost Tombs may result in her older sister deciding to live in the guild hall next to its entrance after all. Why would she forego such a convenience just to be with her gloomy younger sister? 

    "I'm still going to live here." Kamii explains with a cynical look on her face. "But I don't want to be a freeloader." 

    Once again, everybody but Daica is surprised by her mature outlook on life. Some see Chloe's attitude in her, and they think back to the times when the mysterious girl with the blonde hair would steer the direction of the group's fate. 

    Then Rolan stops thinking about it, as he can't help but wonder whether or not it was all just a setup for her to naturally become a student at the academy to fulfill her task. He doesn't know what he would do if he learned that was the case. 

    "When is the next time you're going?" Turning to the leader, the little dark elf asks with a determined look. "I want to come along." 

    Exchanging glances with the others, he thinks about it for a moment. They had initially planned to delve into the depths again today, and their preparations were mostly done. But more than half the day has passed, and while day and night make no difference in the eternal darkness of the Lost Tombs, they wouldn't make much progress before having to find a place to sleep. 

    "Let's wait a couple of days until you're settled in here." Rolan doesn't look at Kamii directly while saying this. In reality, he's much more in need of some time to think things over than anybody else right now. Runa's sudden departure did leave him in shock, even if he should feel proud that she's walking on the fast track to becoming a person whom history will remember.  

    "Alright." Understanding the leader's sentiment, the little dark elf nods. If not for the situation surrounding Chloe and her, he would have had more time to spend with his beloved before she had to depart. 

    "We will leave you to it then." Hreidunn stands up from the windowsill where she sat because Daica lacked the appropriate number of chairs and signals for the group to leave the sisters alone now. Everyone had a rough day, and the two of them surely have things to discuss among themselves. It's rare for her to take charge, but she can tell that the conversation is dying down, and drawing it out will only make things awkward.  

      

    "What really happened?" Daica asks in a calm tone after the humans have left the store and gone far enough that even Sigurd can't overhear them. When she talks to her sister, her stutter disappears completely. Even with Chloe, whom she truly loves and trusts, she can't suppress the nervousness welling up inside her due to not having known her for that long.  

    "I don't know." Kamii mutters and turns around to Senka, who's lying on her sister's bed. It's the signal for the doll girl to start moving, now that those who shouldn't know she's alive have left. 

    "The part about Makoto being an envoy of Bryaledi is made up." She gets straight to the point and drops this bomb. "It was to legitimize her actions in the basement. Part of it was in self-defense, but it was excessive, as you may have been able to tell." 

    "Y-yes, she did s-seem to have o-overreacted." With Senka up, Daica can't help but stutter again.  

    "Her true identity is something I don't have the right to tell you. It's up to her to reveal that." The doll girl continues while frowning at how to approach this difficult topic. 

    "I don't care even if she were the daughter of the demon queen." Kamii states with a somber expression. "I love her."  

    "That's an oddly specific example." Senka raises an eyebrow. 

    "So she is the daughter of the demon queen." Taking that comment as a confirmation, the little dark elf nods with a grim expression. "I've heard that the demon queen can change into anything, but that her true appearance is a black mass just like Mahkotoh's was in that battle."  

    Senka only looks at her without saying a word in response. Her face doesn't betray her emotions, but she does have a newfound respect for Kamii, considering she pieced together the evidence on her own even though there's very little information about the demon queen. 

    "C-Chloe is a demon p-princess?" But Daica is less calm about this revelation. Both sisters have suffered due to their curses, which were indirectly caused by the existence of Demon Queen Pelomyx. The younger sister's curse is the reason for their lives as outcasts even within the dark elf society, which ultimately resulted in their separation as the older was kidnapped and sold into slavery. 

    Growing quiet, she begins to mull over how to feel about this. On the one hand, she loves Chloe, but on the other hand, the latter's mother is the indirect cause of the death of her own. 

    "Will you condemn Mahkotoh for something her mother is doing unconsciously, just as we are breathing?" Her older sister looks into her younger's eyes and inquires with a steady gaze. "I mourn the loss of our mother, but I love Mahkotoh. She has been doing everything to make life better for us." 

    "M-maybe she's feeling g-guilty?" With Kamii defending Chloe, Daica suddenly feels the urge to defy her. "S-she has been l-lying to us after all." 

    "Is that what you really think?" Senka suddenly asks in a tone that leaves no room for interpreting it as anything but reprimanding. 

    "I don't know what to think!" With a rare outburst of anger, Daica shakes her head and jumps up from her chair. Her body is quivering as she suppresses tears from welling up while looking at her older sister's face for a moment before she turns around and storms out of the room.  

    Kamii and the doll girl exchange a meaningful glance. It's unsurprising that she would be confused and scared by the suddenness of the situation, what with Chloe disappearing to some place in the world that could take her many moons if not summers to return from. Her emotions were already stirred but finding out that the person she loves is the daughter of the existence that caused many of the hardships in her life have made them boil over. 

    "I'll talk to her when she calms down." The little dark elf mutters while looking down at her cursed arm and clicking the pincer audibly. It's incredibly inconvenient and has been the reason for many bad memories in her life as well, but Chloe has often expressed her admiration for it from the bottom of her heart. To have found a person who not only accepts her but even loves her for what she and everybody else have always perceived as an irreparable flaw is something she would have never even dreamed of before. 

    She will never betray that love, no matter what happens. And she hopes her little sister will learn to do the same. 

    





   



 Chapter 51 - Dune 

      

      

    My eyes snap open, and the first thing I see is Hestia's face close to mine with her eyes closed. For a moment, I'm thinking that she's leaning in for a kiss, taking advantage of and have her way with the defenselessly sleeping me. 

    Then everything rushes back to me: My return from talking to Maou-mama, being confronted by the professors in the transportation room, the battle to the death. I was teleported somewhere random, just like in the accident on my very first day in this world. 

    And then Aldebrand, whom I had swallowed at the start of the fight, used an explosion spell to burst out of my stomach, nearly killing me in the process. Hestia healed me with her magic, and I fell asleep, most likely from the aftereffects of the pain and exhaustion. 

    The angel girl's lips are dry and chapped, her cheeks are flushed, and her breathing is only a faint rasp. That instantly has me alarmed, and I look around to find that I'm under a dome she has put up with her wings. From between some gaps, I can see the outside. There's desert sand, and the air above it is wavering from the immense heat of the midday sun. 

    Hestia used her own body to shield me its harmful rays while I was unconscious, and most likely stayed like this for half a day or more, considering it turned from night to midday. 

    "Hey, Hestia!" I cup her face with my hands and try to shake her. Her eyelids quiver and then open a little at the tone of my voice. Recognizing me, she smiles faintly before slipping away again. "No, don't fall asleep!" 

    I don't remember any procedure for treating extremely dehydrated people most likely suffering from heatstroke. But I know that she needs to drink something and get out of the sun right away. 

    Pushing her wings aside, I get out from under her and look around. The scenery looks like photos of the Saharan desert that I've seen. The sand underneath my feet is very fine and more like dust, suggesting that this is not sand from a beach. The rolling dunes extend as far as the eyes can see, and the heat of the sun beats down on me relentlessly. Even in my current body, I can feel that this isn't a place for those not made for it; how could Hestia survive staying in this heat with her black wings and no water? 

    The first thing I do is try to replicate her body but with white wings. But I say try because I feel that my mass is inadequate to do so. My current form is also smaller than the one I had when I was still in the academy. It's not as bad as when I was ripped in half and ended up as a loli version of myself in Yagrath, the Dark Continent, but what I am right now is all I have. 

    Aldebrand did a real number on me. While I can't boast about having saved up a lot of mass during my academy days since I didn't eat beyond what I needed to keep my hunger at bay, I had enough to grow to more than three times my normal size. It's all gone now.  

    "Hestia, I'll save you..." I fall to my knees next to the angel girl and pull as much mass as I can from inside me to at least create something like a parasol, even going as far as hollowing out my body to the limit before it collapses on itself. 

    The next step is to give her water. Luckily, magic is convenient like that, and I summon a floating ball of water. But I notice right away that it's far smaller than it should have been. Could my magic output be related to my mass? 

    It doesn't matter now, as time is of the essence. I take a mouthful of it and feed it to the angel girl through her barely parted lips, one gulp at a time. While I do that, I place a bit of the floating water on her forehead to cool her down. 

    But no matter what I do, we need to get out of this heat somehow. Even in the shade, it's unbearably hot, and the air is so dry that it might as well be sucking moisture straight out of our bodies. I'm far more resilient than the Fata, but even I can tell that this place is deadly in the long run. 

    I remember my earth magic lessons. While Magni and Bjorn stood against me in the transportation room battle, I won't discredit the things they taught me. 

    "Wait here. I'm creating a shelter for us." Speaking to Hestia to keep her awake, although I'm not sure she's even able to understand me, I step away. I see her eyes flutter when the shade provided by the makeshift parasol created from my own mass disappears, and breathe a sigh of relief. At least she's somewhat responding to outside stimuli, although she's very weak right now. 

    Performing the movements I learned from the father and son earth mages, I visualize a crude house. Knowing that the fine desert sand is the worst base to use for earth magic, I put my all into pulling from as deep underground as I can, hoping to find bedrock. 

    The ground rumbles and I feel something coming up where I'm pointing. Then, walls rise from the sand and form a cube just three times three meters in size. Under the current circumstances, that's all we need. 

    But the rumbling doesn't stop, and I look down at my hand. Did I accidentally hit a water vein or was my output too big and I hollowed out a large cavern underneath us? 

    Instead, the small house I created explodes outward, and from inside the flying sand, a massive form emerges. Its body is long and made of uniform ribbed segments, with brown skin that resembles that of elephants in texture. When it turns its head toward me, I find myself staring into a black maw filled with circular rows of teeth made to grind down boulders the size of my crude stone house. 

    It's a sandworm, of course. But I don't have the time to roll my eyes at this cliché development that comes with every fantasy world with a desert arc. While I may be resilient, I don't have any organic material in my genetic repertoire that could withstand those grinders. And Hestia is on the ground behind me, in no shape to take off into the skies to avoid this creature. 

    In other words, I have to fight it off. 

    Unlike the sandworms in games I've played, this one doesn't roar. What use would it have to do that if it spends most of its life underground anyway? It turns its head left and right before retracting it back underground, leaving behind only a swirling hole of sand that quickly fills up on its own. 

    I didn't spot any eyes on its head, so it must be finding its targets by sensing tremors. It attacked the house I created because it caused a small earthquake, so building another one is not an option as long as this monster is around. But I still need to get Hestia into a permanent shade. 

    I point at a distant dune and mutter 'Mico Ignis' to create a small but powerful explosion on the surface of the sand. Only moments later, the ground trembles, and the worm breaks out from underneath the point I targeted. When it realizes that whatever it sensed got away, it goes back underground swiftly. 

    With this, I know how long it takes for it to travel around as well as how high it rises from the sand. It should be enough to pull off what I have planned. 

    "Mico Ignis!" Once again, I create an explosion a distance away, about as far from us as the last one I fired off. The moment I feel the tremors underground start, I point my hand at the air right above where the spell went off, and begin to chant the next one. "Grandor Mico Ignis Fortior!" 

    It was the exceptionally powerful explosion magic I used on my first day of fire magic class with Astrid. Back then, I only wanted to try out what I just learned and didn't know much about combining modifiers, but it worked anyway. She scolded me for putting the entire class and myself at risk. 

    The massive worm bursts through the surface of the sand and its massive maw involuntarily swallows the volatile swirling flames. I let go of the magic, and a split second later, the worm's body expands from the inside, and a pillar of fire is blown out from its mouth. It wasn't enough to rip it apart, though. 

    But then, pieces of flesh impact the sands around me, meaning that its insides were ruptured. I quickly run back to Hestia, making sure nothing hits her until the rain of meat stops. The worm's form shakes in its death throes before toppling like a giant tree, causing a massive tremor upon its fall. 

    Staying still for a moment, I check for any further quakes under my feet. Other sandworms my get attracted by this impact, so I'll hold off on moving until I at least confirm there aren't any in the immediate vicinity. 

    When nothing happens, I heave a sigh of relief and look at the smoke rising from the felled beast's unmoving mouth. Then I glance at the angel girls suffering under the sun. It may seem counterintuitive, but it's better than nothing under the current circumstances. Picking her up and carrying her on my back, I head for the worm carcass. 

    A nauseating stench wafts toward me like a physical wave as I approach it. Chanting one water spell after the other, I douse the embers that keep eating away at the creature's insides and wash it out while cooling it down in the process. I can tell that the water created by my magic really is diminished in the desert, now that I use it repeatedly. At least it's not unusable. 

    "This may smell bad, Hestia... but it'll keep you out of the sun." I say as I approach the opening to our new temporary base. 

      

    I quite literally learned the hard way that this explosion from the inside only killed it because of how durable this beast's flesh is. With nowhere for the pressure to go, it ravaged through its internal organs and blasted them out. The meat itself is almost indestructible, and even my bone blades can't cut it. Although there's so much of it, I can't eat this worm because even if I were to gape to my absolute limit, I could never hope to take its size inside me. 

    Thus, I had to make do with the pieces of organs scattered across the desert. While they were still a lot and filled me up nicely, it feels like a waste to not take the whole thing. But at least I'm no longer in lack of mass and replicating Hestia's template is not a problem now. 

    "Chloe?" The fallen angel's voice emerges from inside the cave that I turned the worm's carcass into, calling out to me weakly but with an audibly alarmed undertone. 

    "I'm here." Sinking a chunk of what may be part of the liver into my body quickly, I turn around and run to the opening. 

    "W-what is this?" Looking around, Hestia tries to get up. 

    "This was the only way to get out of the sun." Touching the walls that I made sure to rinse down thoroughly, I find that it's started to become slimy again. This body is already beginning to break down, so we can't stay here for long. "Do you know any rejuvenation spells that could get you back on your feet? We have to get going." 

    "Yes, I do." She replies and begins to chant right away. Once again, it defies my ability to perceive, let alone comprehend, but I turn away to scan the horizon. Our little retreat is most likely the only thing that breaks the monotonous orange landscape of the desert for hundreds of kilometers in all directions. 

    "Have something to drink." When Hestia is done, I turn my hand into a cup, which I fill with water I saved inside my body. My experiments with keeping things in my unfathomable depths have taught me that I can do so without spoiling things, including food and water. 

    "What about you?" The angel girl worries about me, but I shake my head and gesture for her to drink. 

    "I'm fine. Hungry, but fine." Losing a lot of my mass did create the unbearable sense of hunger I suffered from on Yagrath when it felt like I was consuming myself from the inside. It did get alleviated from eating the scattered pieces of the worm, but the lingering sensation is still pulling at the back of my mind. 

    "Is this edible?" Hestia finishes drinking and asks while looking around herself. She has already figured out that this is the carcass of a massive living being. 

    "It should be, but I can't even nick it with wind magic. And I don't want to use explosions; it might attract more of its kind." While its momentous fall didn't do so, the possibility that they're on their way here from very far away still exists. If I could turn this one into minced meat, I would be able to gain a lot of mass. But if I got swallowed by another one in the process, it wouldn't be funny. I wouldn't be able to get out without pulling an Aldebrand myself, and I'd rather not emulate him. "I'll find food elsewhere." 

    "Then we should go." Pushing herself off the ground on wobbly feet, the angel girl moves her black wings carefully. 

    "We should, but you're in no shape to travel right now." Watching her walk like a newborn foal, I comment with a grim expression. 

    "I am sorry." She lowers her head in shame. Then she drops to her knees with an anguished expression and asks for my forgiveness with her hands clasped together. "Please forgive me!" 

    "What're you apologizing for?" I'm surprised by her sudden intensity. 

    "I was the reason you were unable to take Kamii with you." Her mention of the little dark elf causes a sting in my figurative heart. It wasn't really her fault since Thorvald used gravity to push her toward me. 

    An ugly part of my mind considers why it was Hestia and not Kamii. Why did he throw her at me instead of the little dark elf? But at the same time, I'm aware that Kamii wouldn't have been able to heal my destroyed body, and I would have died then and there, leaving her to fend for herself in this desert. 

    In a sense, this may have been the best outcome among the bad cards my hubris and overconfidence dealt me. If I had used the moment of surprise to kill Thorvald instead of swallowing Aldebrand, we wouldn't have been in this situation. And if I had killed the fire professor inside my body right away instead of torturing him, I wouldn't have come that close to death. 

    Pretty much all of it was my own mistake. 

    "No, it's not your fault." I finally answer after thinking it over. Then I quickly change the topic so that we can move on. "Come, you'll ride on me." 

    "Huh?" Tilting her head with round eyes, Hestia blinks. 

      

    Now I know that the fine sands of old deserts don't provide much foothold for feet not made for it. Much like snow, the paws of a vularen sink in or slide away, and it just makes traveling more exhausting. Luckily, I don't feel any exhaustion in this body and can walk endlessly. 

    Due to the additional mass I gained from the worm, I was able to create a covered carriage on my back, inside which Hestia fits snugly even with her wings. The sun is beating down on the sands relentlessly, and if she were to be out in the open, it would just be a repeat of what happened when I woke up earlier. 

    She told me that I fell asleep near midnight, so I've spent about half a day here at this point. This is longer than I have ever been apart from Kamii since I met her. I'm sure she's scared to death right now and waiting anxiously for my return to save her from the clutches of the academy. I don't want to consider the possibility that something irrevocable happened to her. 

    But as I climb dunes and slide down into valleys, I realize that I have no idea where to go. While I may be able to orientate myself using the sun, I don't even know where the academy is relative to our position. Just heading north won't be enough, as we could very well be on the southern hemisphere of the planet. It could take months to cover such a distance when not using the transportation network. 

    And at this point, I'm sure that Basarab did something to my memory. I'm not a forgetful person, especially not when it comes to pictures, but I simply can't recall the image of the academy teleportation circle that I ingrained into my mind. He spoke with his alluring voice and commanded that I would forget. 

    I suspected it before, but maybe he's a demon or a cursed human. At least there's no way memory-wiping falls under magic. Because if it did, whoever has access to it would be able to control the world. And it's most likely not as powerful as it may sound; otherwise, he could have made me forget everything. 

    I shudder at the thought; if he were able to do that, he could destroy my mind. Next time I see him, I won't even let him speak a single word. 

    "What is it?" Hestia touches my fur-covered back with a concerned tone in her voice. I physically shuddered while trudging along, and she noticed. 

    "I'm just thinking about how we can find out where to go." I noticed that I could speak the human language in any shape or form even without vocal cords, although it usually results in the Crawling Chaos voice. Thus, I replicated a human organ in the vularen's throat, making this oversized wolf-like animal speak in a high school girl's tone. I would laugh if the situation weren't so dire. 

    "I can help." The angel girl suddenly slides off my back and spreads her wings. She has recovered enough to be nimbler on her feet again, and now she takes to the air before I can stop her. 

    "Hey, come back. That's dangerous!" I call out to her from below. Then I remember that I can just follow her myself since I have her template. Why didn't I consider flying up and taking a look around myself? 

    "I can see something!" Pointing in the distance, Hestia calls out to me. "It seems to be a group of large animals." 

    "Food." I mutter. It's not only for me but for Hestia too. While I can use water magic to keep us hydrated, I can't create food. If we have to wander this desert for several days, she'll die from starvation. The worm meat isn't something she could chew, let alone digest, so there was no way to make that into provisions. 

    "They do not seem to be moving, but I cannot tell at such a distance." Hestia lands beside me and reports. "It is quite far, though." 

    "It's better than nothing." Her tone suggested that it may be out of our way, but we don't even have a way right now. Maybe the animals can somehow lead us to an oasis or even to civilization. "Get on. I'm going to speed up." 

    As we travel, doubt begins to fill my mind. Why would large animals live in a barren desert such as this? Carnivores need plenty of herbivores to survive, and herbivores need plenty of vegetation. With a decided lack of the latter, both of the former can't exist either. Then again, there are gigantic sandworms, so I guess why not? 

    I reach the top of the dune behind which Hestia said she saw the animals. They may have moved on already since it did take us some time to come here, but when I look down, I see a group of light and dark brown forms. 

    The animals that Hestia spotted were a collection of twelve tents made from dark cloth. Some of them look derelict, while the others don't give me any more confidence that they're still inhabited. 

    "I-I do not understand." The angel girl slides down from my back and walks forward to stare down at what appears to be an abandoned nomad camp. 

    "Is your eyesight alright?" Turning back into my human shape, I come up next to her and look at her expression of disbelief. I remember when I used her template to transform into a Fata. They have hawk-like sight that allows them to spot things over long distances. 

    At the time, it didn't feel like much compared to the liberating sensation of flying though, so I had forgotten about it until now. But it makes sense for airborne races to have good eyes. Never mind bats, though. 

    "W-we Fatas always have perfect eyesight." Her voice is trembling as she gazes into the distance and back to the tents. She looks quite shaken by the realization that something is wrong with her eyes. "Mine has always been perfect..."  

    "I think it may be your curse." I explain to her, remembering how her eyes were glowing when she literally killed Aldebrand with a look. "Remember when you turned Aldebrand to dust? I'm sure that this is the price you have to pay for activating the curse." 

    Like other abilities gained from curses, there's always some form of drawback. Kamii's arm mutated into the form of a crab's pincer, and Daica's body grew bigger than is typical for dark elves. For a Fata, this tradeoff may be too much, depending on whether it's only temporary or permanent. If it's the latter, she may go blind eventually. 

    "If it is for your sake, I will gladly use it." She gathers her feelings and states with a courageous smile. While I appreciate that blind love for me, I don't want her to go blind. 

    "Thank you, but please refrain from using it from now on." Putting a hand on Hestia's shoulder, I speak in an imploring tone. It's for her own good, and I can think of many other ways to kill people without leaving any traces that don't have any such drawbacks. 

    "I do not even understand how it happened. I only felt unspeakable rage at the professor for hurting you so, and then my eyes felt hot." Confused, she averts her gaze. Technically, she just explained the condition for activating it with that. 

    In either case, it's an incredibly powerful but scary ability. I have to make sure that she doesn't let her emotions get the better of her and use it on people close to me whom she might perceive as enemies or rivals - such as Kamii or Daica. 

    "Keep your emotions in check. I didn't, and look where that got us." I sigh and begin to descend the slope, realizing halfway down that I just expressed regret for having avenged the slap to her face. In a way, I do regret my course of actions, but I would never take that back. Staying still and watching my beloved girls getting hurt is something I'd never do. 

    The tents are arranged in a circle, and there aren't any movements among them except for loose cloth flapping in the breeze. But judging by the fact that a few of them haven't been covered by any sand yet, I can tell that they aren't entirely abandoned after all. In an ever-shifting desert, even a day without anyone cleaning up could bury the tents. 

    "Anyone here?" I announce our approach without a care in the world. If they're hostile, I'll kill them all without even giving them time to prepare; I'm not in the mood to play nice right now. 

    But there's no answer. Maybe they're asleep during the day and move at night. I walk toward one tent and round it to find its opening. It's a dome-shaped construct with a hole in the front, covered by a cloth fixed in all corners to keep the sand out. The tent doesn't appear to be used permanently, as it looks like it can be taken down and put up pretty quickly. 

    I pull aside the cloth and peer inside through the small opening. It's completely dark on the other side, so I quickly adjust my eyes by switching on night vision. That's when I see that a curved dagger is pointed at my nose. I stare at it with my eyes nearly crossed, then I close them and sigh. The person behind it is an emaciated boy, about as old as Senka looks. He has the dark skin one would expect from someone living in a desert. 

    "I'm not here to harm you, so drop that thing." I announce in a firm voice and point at the weapon in his shaky hands. "If you touch me with it, you will lose it - along with the hand holding it." 

    But he doesn't seem to understand what I'm saying. Apparently, the world isn't as convenient as I thought it was. The language spoken in the Dominion is nearly the same as the one in the Kingdom of Lares - with small variations in the dialects. Both are forms of Imperian, which is propagated by the Empire of Terminus. 

    This isn't like all those copy-pasted reincarnation anime I've seen at all, where only one language exists, and everybody understands each other without a problem. 

    I don't have the patience to waste time trying to appease this terrified child. Instead, I give him real terror, as I grab the blade with my hand and pull it into my palm. As expected, the boy's eyes turn into perfect circles, and he inches backward to get away from me. But it seems that he's trying to block my view on something behind him. I pull the weapon back out of my palm and crawl into the tent. It's too low for me to stand up, so I kneel instead - in all of my naked glory. 

    Yes, I didn't pay attention to it until now, but I've been naked all this time because my school uniform was destroyed when I undid my transformation to fight the professors. More important matters occupied my mind, and Hestia wasn't bothered by it; I'm sure she was silently enjoying the view. 

    Finally, I see what he was trying to hide, or rather, shield from harm. It's a little girl looking no older than six years old, cowering behind the boy with a fearful expression on her equally emaciated face. They look quite alike, so they're most likely siblings, or I just lack facial awareness when it comes to foreigners. 

    The two children look at me like I'm a monster, and while I have no opposition to offer to that view of me - especially not after showing that my body is not human - I also don't have any interest in harming children unless I sense real danger coming from them. Right now, I don't. 

    "Hey, don't be scared. Here, take your little toy back." I hand the boy the dagger handle-first so that it doesn't look like I'm threatening him at knifepoint. "I just want to ask you something." 

    The boy's expression tells me that he didn't understand a word I said and is still cowering in fear without taking my offer. And when the girl mutters something with the intonation of a question, I have certainty. Not a single word she uttered sounded familiar; in fact, I don't even know how many separate words there were in her sentence. It's pointless to ask them for directions, I guess. There's a language barrier between us, and I don't have any clues on how to get past that. 

    I look around the tent, but there are no indications for the presence of an adult or a map. With adults, I might have been able to work something out communication-wise, but children are a different matter in how much they can understand through gestures and common sense. Thus, I crawl out of the tent, dropping the dagger on the ground carelessly in the process to signal him that this thing can't harm me. 

    "Keep an eye on them, Hestia." I point at the tent and order the angel girl. She nods in silence, so I move to the next one. 

    When I open the cover, I understand why this camp has been completely silent even though I called out to them. I get children not coming out when a stranger beckons in a different language, but adults should be at least curious or on alert. 

    I'm greeted by a wave of flies and the stench of decomposition the moment the cloth is pulled aside. I immediately shut down my olfactory systems by undoing their transformation. Inside the tent, I count three bodies, covered in crawling maggots and already hatched flies. Their state of decomposition has progressed to the point that I can't tell their genders, but two are adult-sized, and one is child-sized. They must have been a family. 

    Considering they're lying on their sleeping mats, poison or disease is the most likely explanation. Leaving this one behind, I move to check the other tents that haven't been half-buried by sand or blown open by strong winds, only to find that all of them are the same. The only survivors are the two children in the first tent I visited. It was the luck of the draw to get it on the first try in this circle of death. 

    "Hestia, can you heal diseases with light magic?" It feels like 'Cure' should be a staple of the light affinity, but I didn't find anything of the sort in Arcelia's holy book. 

    "Yes, I can. The Fatas Triarchy prides itself in having eliminated all diseases from within its borders." The angel girl drops this little tidbit on me with undeniable pride. 

    "Then give those children a checkup." I point at the tent I told her to watch. The boy is peering out from the opening and stares at the black-winged girl when she comes into sight. He falls backward onto his bottom and scurries back inside; she does make for a much more imposing figure than I do, I have to admit. 

    "Effero Flammis." My hand describes an arc, summoning a wave of fire that swallows the tents with the dead and the masses of insects that swarm their bodies. I repeat the spell on the other side and turn away from the blaze to go towards the one remaining home Hestia went inside just now. 

    "How is it looking?" I ask her wings, which are sticking out from the opening as they can't fit inside the small tent. 

    "They are perfectly healthy now." The angel girl comes out backward and straightens herself before answering with a reserved smile. That wording makes me think that they were already sick, but I don't see any point in asking whether or not that was the case if they're healed now. 

    When I peer inside, I find that the two kids are staring past me at the flames in fear, but also resignation. They most likely knew that the people inside were all dead already, and were waiting here for their turn. After all, there are no signs of any food or even water left. 

    "Pilos Aquos." I mutter and create a small water sphere, which I drop into an empty - and clean - bucket I find in the tent. The children stare at me, then glance at the clear water before returning their eyes to me again. 

    "Sahaar!" The little girl exclaims with a fascinated expression. I don't know what it means, but judging by her pointing at me and the bucket, I assume it has something to do with water or my act of magic. 

    "Drink." I gesture at it and say, knowing that they won't understand me. But just as I could guess the meaning of her single-word exclamation, so do the two get that I gave them water to still their thirst. The boy is still a little skeptical about this gift, but in the end, he pulls over the bucket and hands it to his sister for her to drink first. 

    If I were more cynical, my first thought would have been that he's making her test for poisons. But then I realize that it was my first thought. At least it's closely followed by the sentiment that he's giving her priority as she's younger than him. What has become of me? 

    In either case, they seem to have calmed down now, so maybe I can glean some pieces of information from them. But first, I get the most obvious solution out of the way. While it would make for a good laugh in other situations, I don't want to be wasting too much time now. 

    "Just in case, you don't happen to be able to speak their language?" I turn around and ask Hestia, but she shakes her head with a crestfallen expression. I expected as much since she was exiled from her home to die in the academy; learning another language would have been pointless for a person only meant to be used as a political tool. "Then this is going to be pretty hard." 

    Once again, I crawl into the tent. The boy moves back in fear when I get inside all the way and protectively stands between his sister and me. He's a good older brother, but it hurts when even after I had them healed and gave them water, he still doubts me. 

    "Do you know if there is a city nearby?" I ask the boy while trying to smile. He obviously doesn't understand a single word, and it's clearly written on his face as he stares at me with a questioning look. One word and a gesture worked, but whole sentences won't ever make it through the language barrier. "Come." 

    I gesture outside the tent and crawl out backward first, beckoning for the two to follow me. The boy turns to his sister and whispers a few words to her before reluctantly coming after me. It seems he told her to stay in the safety of the walls made of thin black cloth for the time being. 

    Waving my hands in a smaller version of the earth magic form, I infuse the sand in front of me with magic. Raising the ground, I create a miniature city made of crude cubes and crooked fortifications. The boy's eyes look like they're about pop out of their sockets; he's getting to see so many wondrous things today. 

    "City." I gesture at the model and then point in random directions around us. "Where?"  

    Just like I could tell that the little girl was asking her brother something through her intonation alone, so does he understand that I'm posing a question. But the boy looks at me dubiously, then at the tiny city, as if he's never seen one before. My heart sinks. 

    "Where?" I ask once again while pointing at the model in the sand, showing him my palms in a gesture I hope has the same meaning in this culture as it does everywhere else I've been so far. And with this, I finally see understanding dawn on his face when he alternates his gaze between me and the sand city. 

    "Baldar." He points behind me. I didn't understand the word he said, but he undeniably pointed out a direction. A city must lie in that direction. 

    But if he knew where the city is, why didn't he or the others of the tribe try to go there when people became sick and started dying? And even after everybody else died, they stayed here, waiting for their turn to meet their maker. Maybe it's too far away for two children to travel on their own, and they may have died under the sun before reaching it, but if it were me, I would have still tried. 

    "How far?" I ask while pointing where he did, then holding out my hands at a distance of about half a meter before spreading my arms. Varying the length, I ask again. "How far is it?" 

    "Bayed jiddaan!" The boy replies, and I realize my mistake. Even if he tells me the exact distance, I won't be able to understand it. But it doesn’t matter because I'll find it eventually when I fly there with Hestia. 

    Finally, I got our first clue to finding our way back to the academy. 

    "Let's go." I say to Hestia, and she follows me wordlessly. But a twinge of guilt hits me when I think of these two kids. They've been staying here for days with their dead family and tribe just a few steps away from them, and here I am about to leave them. They are like abandoned puppies by the roadside, and after feeding them, I got needlessly attached. 

    As expected, I can't just leave them to die because that's what will happen if I don't take them with me. Maybe that's what they would want, but I can't think so without knowing for sure. But bringing them with us will slow us down. 

    I stop and turn to look at Hestia. She seems to realize the internal conflict I'm having and gives me a smile and a knowing nod. 

    "Let me take care of them, Chloe." Her expression is innocent, but I feel something dark lurking underneath it. 

    "What do you plan on doing?" I don't let it show on my face and ask innocently. 

    "I shall give them painless deaths." With a charming smile, she speaks those terrifying words like someone would announce that they're going to have a cake as dessert. Does she think that only because I killed the men in the alleyway so ruthlessly, I'd approve the murder of innocent children who even helped us by showing us the way? 

    I walk up to Hestia and grab the back of her head. She may be expecting a treat in the form of a kiss, but I pull on her hair and force her down onto her knees. She's shocked at my rough treatment and tries to struggle free, but when her eyes meet mine, she stops, and fear fills her face. 

    "Never talk about killing innocent children again." My voice is low and menacing, as I glare at her coldly. "If you do that again, you'll be no longer welcome by my side." 

    With these words, I let go of her hair and turn around but wait in place to hear her reply. Hestia begins to sob behind me, and the sound of it pulls on my heartstrings. But I stay strong, as this is a matter concerning her personality, which is in part my fault. 

    "I-I... I am so sorry... for suggesting... something like that." She crawls towards me in desperation, and I can tell that she's crying. "Please, do not abandon me..." 

    Keeping my composure and not turning around, I walk back to the tent, in front of which the boy has been sitting while watching our short exchange with a curious expression. His sister is peeking out from the opening but pulls her head back inside like a turtle when she sees me approaching. 

    "Come." I say and make the universal gesture of beckoning someone while pointing where he did earlier, the direction in which the city lies. He seems to understand but shakes his head with a downcast gaze. Does that mean he intends to die here with his sister? I can accept that the despair of losing everyone close to him gave him the idea to share their fate, but children should never choose death. 

    I turn to the tent behind me, once again glimpsing the little girl's head before it disappears inside. This time, I put my hands on the wooden frame and pull hard, tearing the entire construction away from where it stood and exposing the terrified little girl inside. 

    Pulling the broken and twisted remains of the tent along the ground, accompanied by the screams and shouts of the boy as he protests loudly, I throw them into the still burning fires of the other ones. With this, they no longer have any shelter to retreat inside - no more protection from the reality that they're either going to die here or have to come with me. 

    "Come." I turn my head and say to the boy with my hand outstretched before him once again. He will have to take this offer himself because I won't be doing something as forceful as pulling on their arms. 

    But I think I finally got through because he turns to look at his sister, who has come over to hide behind him. He mutters a few words to her, and she nods. Then the boy finally takes my hand while his sister holds onto his arm. The sight reminds me of how Kamii always clung to me, and I avert my gaze before walking toward where Hestia is still kneeling in the sand. She's shaking, and tears are rolling down her face. 

    Maybe I overdid it a little. 

    "You little dummy." I let go of the boy's hand to pull the angel girl up and hug her to my chest. 

    "I... am sorry..." She sobs between each word. I'm unmistakably the reason for her newfound ruthless and murderous nature, so I have to be the one to keep her in check and teach her the limits. Even if she's a yandere, she's not the type that has departed the realm of common sense yet. 

    I kiss her on the forehead and separate from her. She quickly wipes her tears and forces a smile, but I know that my harshness has shaken her to the core. 

    Now for the hard part. My vularen back is pretty big, and I can easily fit two children next to Hestia. But will they be willing to ride on a giant wolf-like monster the likes of which they have never seen before in their lives? 

    "Don't be afraid." I say in a reassuring tone and hold out my palms in front of the boy to tell him that everything is alright. Falling on all fours, I transform into a massive vularen, then quickly add the carriage on top to make me look more inviting. 

    As expected, the children start screaming. 

    





   



 Chapter 52 - Lost In The Desert 

      

      

    The laughter of fascinated children echoes across the barren desert landscape. The dunes that piled up to a hundred meters in some places has slowly smoothened out to flat plains, and the fine sand transitioned into a rocky wasteland. Across it all, the voice of a boy and a girl unburdened by life's setbacks can be heard traveling on the wind. 

    Hanif, the older brother, and Fayza, the little sister, are riding on my back and enjoying this mode of transportation they would have never even dreamed of taking in their entire lives. Hestia's attitude toward them did a complete one hundred eighty after she wanted to mercy-kill them, and she was able to learn their names through a lot of gesturing and pointing. 

    Even though they know our names, they keep calling both of us 'lahuta'. Their pronunciation is entirely foreign, and their names are nothing like those in the Kingdom of Lares. It drives home that we're far from it right now more than even the landscape does. 

    My traveling speed on all fours is much faster than I could ever run on human legs. Of course, I have to be careful not to shake off my passengers accidentally, but we make significant progress under the guidance of Hanif as he periodically corrects my direction even though I don't see any especially prominent landmarks he could be using to orientate himself. 

    But while I don't tire and can run for hours without sleep, those on my back do need to rest. The sun nears the horizon to our rear when I find a cliff at the bottom of which we can set up camp. There's even a little dried up vegetation here that can be used to make a fire, and after transforming back into my human form, I use earth magic to open a hole in the wall that provides shelter for the night. 

    The issue of food comes up pretty quickly when I hear the stomachs of the children rumble. Unfortunately, all I can provide is water, as no magic can create food as far as I'm aware - or I would have learned it in the library first thing. Placing the bucket we took with us from the remains of the two siblings' tent on the ground before me, I ready myself. 

    "Pilos Aquos." With this, a ball of water forms inside it. It's larger than the ones I was able to summon in the sandy desert, meaning that the humidity in this area must be higher. 

    We did stop a few times to rehydrate along the way, but since I don't tire, hunger or thirst like an ordinary living being, it wasn't enough for them to endure the hot and dry climate. I can tell because even Hestia forgoes her usual dignified act and quickly gulps down the water from the bucket when it's her turn. At least she had enough restraint to let the children drink first. 

    Chanting the spell once again, I summon another sphere of water above my head. It splashes down on me and drenches my entire body. Sucking the moisture into it through the skin, I instantly dry myself and drink at the same time. It's a different application of absorbing food through my skin without using my mouth. 

    When I look at the kids, they stare at me with round eyes and open mouths. I understand that the water affinity allowing a person to summon water out of thin air in a desert climate would be considered a divine gift. 

    "Pilos Aquos." I speak the incantation and keep the resulting sphere afloat in the air, then point at it with a finger. "Water." 

    They stare at it for a moment and then at me again. Their expressions as they try to figure out what I mean are unexpectedly cute, and I catch myself playing with the idea of keeping them. 

    "Maan." Hanif seems to understand what I was trying to say and points at the water. Apparently, that's the word for water in their language, and it sounds pretty simple. While I'm not trying to teach him, there's actually not a hint of him trying to repeat the word I said. Maybe he dislikes the sound of it, or he doesn't consider the possibility that I might be teaching him after all. 

    "Drink." With one hand, I gesture towards the ball of water, and a cup-sized amount separates from it, which I bring to my lips and suck out of the air. It's a strange feeling, but I've seen a video of astronauts doing it like that on a space station. 

    Instead of translating, the two children cheer at my neat little trick. It wasn't what I intended, but seeing even Hestia clapping her hands in a reserved manner, I scratch the back of my head in embarrassment. 

    "Wait, that's not what I meant." I stop myself and pick up the empty bucket the other three drank from. Then I put the rest of the water sphere inside it before lifting it to my lips and drinking it demonstratively. When I finish, I repeat myself. "Drink." 

    "Shuriba." Hanif claps his hands once in understanding and exclaims. Then he brings out a leather bag from within the folds of his dark robe, uncorks it and puts it against his lips. It's a waterskin, like the ones we used during our journey from Hovsgaerden to Kongenssoevn. No water is flowing from it, so just as I thought, they had already run dry before we arrived. 

    I doubt I'll remember those words because their pronunciations are wholly different from that of Imperian. And even that I got for free the moment I was reincarnated into this world, so I didn't have to make an effort to learn it. It did take me some time to learn the written form, but I could already speak it, so it was much more accessible. Having to pick up an entirely new language from scratch without any crutches like textbooks and dictionaries will be impossible for me. 

    As we pass the time teaching each other common vocabulary, I notice that Fayza has dozed off already. Hestia also appears tired, and Hanif is only kept awake by the excitement from our little game. I gesture at his little sister and signal for him to join her. He does as he's told and lies down on the bedroll they brought along, next to the little girl. 

    I leave the cave and look up into the sky. A band of stars covers the entire heavenly dome, and I'm reminded of Kamii's eyes. As the curtain closes on the first day apart from her, I think of all the things that could have happened to her while I was gone. 

    Transforming my right index finger into a bone blade, I carve a line into my left forearm. I could easily create one from differently-colored skin, but the pain serves to remind me of the urgency of our situation. Closing the wound just enough for it to leave a scar, I ball my fist in determination. From now on, I'll do this every night until I'm back by her side. 

    And I'll forgo sleep too. If my body can handle never resting, then my mind will have to grow to match it. 

      

    "Good morning, Chloe." Hestia emerges from the cave shortly before the sun completely separates from the horizon. Seeing me outside at this time, she begins to wonder. "Were you awake all night?" 

    "Yes." I respond calmly. As expected, I'm not feeling any fatigue as long as I occupy myself with a goal. Throughout the night, I tried my hardest to remember what the teleportation circle under the academy looked like, and when I continued to draw blanks, I started practicing partial transformation. 

    I also learned to save a template as one would do with equipment sets in video games. If I transform into a vularen and back, the scar on my arm would typically disappear. But my blond and blue-eyed appearance from when I was in the kingdom is now saved, and I can always return to it with just a thought. 

    Chloe Marcott is no longer just a constructed fake identity of Chaos; she has become an aspect of it. After all, I spent most of my life in this world in that form, and it's the one Kamii, Daica, and Hestia fell in love with. 

    "Are you alright?" The fallen angel comes up to me and asks with a concerned expression. 

    "Don't worry about it. I'm fine." Although I'm not really; I did just spend a whole night trying to recall something that was clearly ripped out of my memories. When I couldn't, I played around with my body, all to escape my own thoughts. Different scenarios of what could have happened to Kamii after Hestia and I disappeared crept into my consciousness and wouldn't give me any rest even if I had wanted to. 

    I'm not a pessimist, but the worst possible outcome continues to haunt me. Maybe that's why I promised myself not to sleep; I subconsciously knew that I would see nightmares of Kamii's fate if the dams of my deepest fears were to be forced open during my weakest time of the day. 

    "Are you well-rested?" I ask the angel girl in a serious tone. Hanif didn't explain how far the city was going to be, but I fear that neither they nor Hestia will survive the journey without food. We have to switch to a faster mode of transportation and try to cover the distance in one quick burst. 

    Then I remember another issue that comes first. 

    "Hestia, how are your eyes?" I seriously hope the curse doesn't permanently worsen her eyesight in exchange for using her ability. 

    "I think they are better now." Looking into the distance, she replies with a smile. I breathe a sigh of relief; that means it's only a temporary tradeoff, and repeated use of this powerful skill might only blind her for a while so that she can't spam it endlessly. At least that would be the reasoning behind it if this were a game. 

    "Do you think you have enough energy to fly for a day?" Then I bring up the next question. 

    "Yes, I use very little energy when I am flying. Fatas can glide for long distances without beating their wings." Hestia responds with a confident smile. 

    "Can you do so while carrying somebody?" 

    "If it is only one of the children..." 

    "Then carry Fayza. I'll take Hanif." I quickly decide and transform into a full copy of her, including the black wings. My body doesn't tire even if I have to flap my wings more often, so I can carry the heavier of the two without a problem. 

    "That is a strange feeling." Hestia stares at me with a perplexed expression. Last time I tried out her template, she was asleep and didn't see me. It must be like an out-of-body experience for her. 

    "How about this?" I turn back into my human form but keep her wings. The moment I do so, I remember that humans lack the muscles to support what is essentially an extra pair of arms. They droop down, and I realize that partial transformations aren't as easy as I thought after all. Creating a vularen's olfactory systems inside my nose was one thing, but extra limbs that require corresponding muscles will require more work. 

    Doing it over, I leave most of the torso in Hestia's template, growing her bountiful mounds that seem to exist solely to hide the extra pair of pectoral muscles underneath the ones for the arms. Looking down at myself, I get the urge to feel them up but suppress it. 

    "This should do it." Beating the wings as a test, I then realize that I'm too heavy because of my human bones and denser muscles everywhere else in the body. Essentially hollowing myself out by cheating with my physically impossible body, I reduce my weight too. At this point, I might as well have stayed in the angel girl's complete form. But this way we can appear as two separate people. 

    "Chloe, I think you should do something about not wearing clothes." Pointing at my naked body, Hestia remarks with a glance past me. I turn around and see that Hanif and Fayza have woken up and are peeking out of the cave. 

    "It's alright. I have a plan for when we do reach a town." Winking at the fallen angel, I turn around to face the two kids in all of my naked glory. They stare at my black wings with sparkling eyes instead - as expected of children. 

    "Qashrad Al-Majnun?" Hanif asks in an excited voice. He turns to his sister whose expression I've seen before; fans of idols look up to them like that. I have no idea what the boy said, but he keeps repeating it in a more confident way instead of voicing it as a question. Maybe he came to a conclusion about what I am, and judging by his tone, it's nothing negative. He may even think that I'm some kind of goddess. 

    I squat down in front of him and stretch out my arms as if asking for a hug. It's exactly what I want to do when we take off, although I'll secure him to my body with some tentacles too - let's see how he reacts to that at the time. His innocent expression of awe from receiving such attention from what he may think is a mystical existence is quite endearing. 

    But instead of him, his sister runs forward and jumps into my embrace and buries her face into my bountiful breasts. If she weren't a child, I'd think she's doing this with an ulterior motive, but maybe she just saw something like a mother figure in me. 

    "Fayza!" Hanif's voice sounds reprimanding as if scolding her for being so straightforward with me. 

    "Don't worry." I say even though I know that he doesn't understand. But words hold power no matter the language, and the reassuring tone I deliver it in should calm him down. "And sweetie, I need you to be like this." 

    Taking Fayza's shoulders, I turn her around so that she faces away from me. Before she can run back to her brother's side, thinking that I'm turning her away, I pick her up at the waist. Tentacles grow from my shoulders and create a makeshift harness with which I secure her in place. 

    "Medha tafalu?!" Seeing this, Hanif's eyes widen in shock. I'm sure the sight of these tentacles is scary. 

    But not waiting for him to get the wrong idea, I spread my wings and beat them, creating a gust of wind underneath them that blows the dust aside. With a few strong beats, I soar up into the sky and look down at Hestia and the boy staring up at us. 

    Fayza's voice comes out as surprised and excited squeals when she finds that her legs are now dangling over a drop of several dozen meters. But instead of struggling, she holds onto the harness made from my tentacles with all her might. For the average human of an era of this technological level, flying must be a completely foreign concept. While wind mages can levitate, taking to the skies like this must be farfetched even for them. 

    Circling a few times, I come back down and land near where we took off. Hanif runs over to us while I let Fayza down to see how she's holding up after our short trip in the air. If one or both can't handle flying, I'll have to get back to carrying them as a vularen, but I'd prefer the faster mode of transportation. 

    The older brother is most definitely asking the shaky little sister whether or not she's alright. Her legs are quivering, and she can't even take a step, but when she replies with a nod and then begins to talk excitedly, I can tell that she braved it pretty well. She isn't crying or throwing up, so she should be fine. 

    "Hanif." I call out to the boy as he continues to ask Fayza questions. Either he wants to be sure that she's alright, or he's trying to glean impressions about what it felt like. Once again, I stretch out my arms. 

    He stares at me for a moment but then approaches me slowly and gingerly. If he were a perverted boy, he would have jumped into my bosom just like his sister did innocently before. But knowing that I'm going to strap him to my chest with his back, he comes over and nervously turns around on his own. 

    "Good boy." Embracing him from behind, I once again grow out the tentacle harness. With the bigger kid fixed in place, I take off once again, noting that it's slightly more difficult with the added weight. But I don't tire, so it's going to be alright even if I have to carry him for a long time. 

    Performing a flight test with him, I notice that he quickly embraces the idea just like his sister did. He was screaming in fear when we first took off, but now his voice is filled with excitement as he even spreads his arms instead of holding onto the harness with all his might. The liberating sensation of flying freely through the sky will have any earthbound person craving for more. 

      

    Thus, we fly throughout the day, with Hanif pointing the right way just like he did when he was riding on my back. If Hestia hadn't been weakened by the sunstroke before, we could have done that yesterday already. 

    And using the angel girl's template gives me the instinct to glide for a long time without having to beat my wings. She's behind me with Fayza strapped to her chest using cloth twisted into ropes since she lacks the convenient feature of growing a harness from her own body that I have. 

    We travel for most of the day while I fly above Hestia to shield her from the sun with my shadow and refueling her water stores with magic without landing. As the sun nears the horizon behind us, I see something reflective in the distance. 

    "Hey, over there." Calling out to Hestia, who's flying in my slipstream to conserve energy, I point ahead. I turned my eyes into those of Fatas so that I can spot anything out of the ordinary from afar, and it paid off. 

    "Yes, I see it!" The fallen angel sounds tired but happy. She's nearing the end of her strength, and going for two days without food and only water created through magic can't be good for her health. 

    As we approach it, I find that the reflective surface I saw was the gilded and closed gate of a walled-off city. It's far smaller than Hovsgaerden, but the walls look taller and are made from clay. People are patrolling the walls, so I signal Hestia to land. 

    "We shouldn't fly in there. In fact, I think you shouldn't even show your wings." When I let Hanif down, and he reunites with his sister while walking on shaky legs, I explain to the angel girl why we're stopping here. 

    "But I cannot hide them." She folds her wings and tries to make them look as small as possible, but they're still huge. If she were to cover herself with robes, her back would be bulging unnaturally. 

    "That's why I told you I had an idea for when we reach the town. After all, I don't have clothes either." With a grin, I approach Hestia, who looks at me in uneasiness. It's like she's anticipating something bad happening. "You're going to wear me." 

    "What?" Perplexed, she only blinks. 

    But I don't explain further and undo my transformation, turning into my true form - of course without showing my real face to her. Before she can react, and the kids can turn around to see it, I slip a hand under Hestia's sleeve and spread my body into the myriads of tendrils that form it, crawling across her skin like a wave of worms. 

    It's a variant on the application of my one-time transformation into wallpaper back in the academy, when I was almost found out sneaking into the underground vault. My body collapses in seconds and disappears under Hestia's mage robe, where I find that she still wears her see-through nightgown. 

    "Ah? N-no, C-Chloe... I... ahh!" Her surprised voice is quite misleading, but I enjoy it quite a bit. 

    I cover her entire body like a certain parasite that can turn into a living suit. My tendrils reach her wings and spread over them to the very tips before I apply my physics-defying body to it. Pulling them in a non-digestive space inside my depths, I flatten them to her back and hide her wings. 

    Finally, I'm done and cover most of her skin except for her head, face, and hands. Since I can do body paint just fine, I color myself like a tight white bodysuit reminiscent of another certain silver-haired girl with red eyes. Extending two tendrils up behind her ears and turning their tips into white triangular hairclips on either side of her head, I create eyes through which I'll be seeing. They complete the cosplay of one of my favorite characters in anime, although the chest size is a little too big for the original. I'm hidden under her clothes either way, so this is purely for myself. 

    Hestia falls to her knees and twitches all over, and I realize that I may have overdone it. The stimulation of being touched all over and then enveloped by me is too much for her. At her suppressed vocalization of pleasure, the two kids turn around and stare at her with concerned expressions. 

    "Ante bikhayrin?" Hanif says in a questioning tone, most definitely asking if the fallen angel is alright. She quickly catches herself, knowing that she shouldn't show such a shameful appearance in front of children. "Ayna ajnihatik?" 

    "Qashrad Al-Majnun?" Fayza asks and looks around. That definitely refers to me, but I think this is a good place and time for me to disappear on them. That will make them think I'm some desert spirit or a goddess who has finished guiding them. 

    "I'm not here." I whisper into Hestia's ears directly, and she flinches at my voice. "Make it seem like I returned to the heavens or something." 

    "B-but..." Looking down at the children before her, she stops herself from protesting. "I am not good with children." 

    "Doesn't matter. You only need to lead them to the city, and then we'll go our separate ways." I explain to her. It's not going to be that easy; they're orphans, and I've seen how humans deal with them in cities. Their lives will be filled with hardships if we leave them be, so I'm only saying this to deal with Hestia for now. But to think that she dislikes children, my image of her is evolving - and I may have found the explanation to her ruthless suggestion of killing them when we were about to leave the camp after Hanif gave us directions. "I'll tell you what to do." 

      

    When we approach the closed gates, I realize just how huge they are. And there's a much smaller gate at its center, where a group of guards is standing watch. It seems that the massive one is just ornamental or only opened for ceremonial purposes. 

    The guards eye us suspiciously from afar. Although I say us, I mean Hestia and the two kids since I'm well-hidden inside the fallen angel's somewhat loose robes. As long as they don't take her clothes off, they won't even get to glimpse me. And if they do, all they'll see is a bodysuit strangely out of place for this world's level of technology. 

    Hanif runs up to one of the men, and a heated discussion starts while we can only listen without understanding a single word. But when he's done, he turns to us and smiles, signaling that we've been granted entry. I don't know what he did, but the men are staring at Hestia in curiosity. As far as I can see, she's the only fair-skinned person in the area, potentially in the entire nation.  

    We pass through the gate, and I look around. The city is filled with architecture that resembles those found in the Middle East. At least that's as far as I can tell from comparing them to what I've seen on photos before. 

    Judging by the distance we traveled from the rotting camp where we found Hanif and Fayza, this should have been a march of more than a week through a desert wasteland on their short legs. They had already run out of water when we met them, so there was no way they could traverse this distance on their own. 

    One thing I notice immediately is that while the streets aren't exactly bustling, some people are walking around at this time of the day. And every single man among them has a weapon at their hip, ranging from curved daggers to scimitars. All the women are wearing headscarves, just like Muslims do in the world I come from. But it seems that they don't tie them as tightly, and some hair spills out here and there. Maybe rather than religious garments, they protect against the sun or are simple fashion statements; if they were a rule, the guards would have pointed it out to Hestia because she doesn't wear anything like it. 

    Much like the small towns in the kingdom, the roads aren't paved, and some animals walk around freely. I spot goats with lightning-shaped horns that otherwise look the same as those from my world. There are also camels with curved horns like rams, and chickens with visible claws on their wings peck seeds strewn across the ground by their owners. 

    If my own existence weren't enough proof already, seeing these would have reminded me of the fact that this is a fantasy world once again. 

    "Go to the main square. We'll leave the kids there and search for clues regarding our whereabouts." I whisper in Hestia's ears, and she cheers up noticeably. For now, I'm not going to tell her that I intend to see things through with them to the very end. 

    While we walk, I notice that there's a river flowing past the city. Neither Hestia nor I saw it from afar when we were still in the air, most likely because it's not very wide and is located in a depression. But it explains the presence of this human settlement in what would otherwise appear to be a barren wasteland. 

    We reach the place that looks most like the central square - an empty plot aside from a few stalls packing up. It seems that this is a market during the day, but not even a statue or a fountain serves as a landmark here. Well, a fountain in the desert would be a colossal waste of precious water, but don't they have any important people they need to honor? 

    Ultimately, I tell Hestia to choose the most prominent building with a set of metal gates in front of which we'll leave the kids for the time being. It has no guards, so they most likely won't be chased away for loitering. At least I sincerely hope nothing will happen while we do our path-finding business. 

    "Stay here. Goodbye." Hestia points them at the steps in front of the building and turns around without further ado. Even if she doesn't like kids, this is too abrupt. And just as expected, her words and gesture alone weren't enough for them to understand her. Hanif and Fayza naturally follow the angel girl as they did before. 

    "Let me take over for a second. Just repeat after me when I talk." Without waiting for an answer, I spread my tendrils, which only covered her up to the wrists to form gloves. She looks down at her hands in surprise, but I try moving her fingers for her, and she flinches in shock. 

    "C-Chloe, what are you doing?" Whispering in fear, she asks while trying to fight my movements. 

    "Just relax and let me control you. I don't want to come out in person after I disappeared so mysteriously." 

    "B-but..." 

    "No buts, just do it. I only need your arms, so slacken them." I interrupt her attempt to protest. I'm especially careful in how I move her joints because I don't want to break them from applying too much force accidentally. But this is one more useful thing this body of mine can do. 

    I have Hestia turn around and walk back to the spot she told them to wait in earlier. Then I make her squat down to be on eye-level with them before I ask her to fake a smile, knowing she has learned to do it pretty well even in front of people she dislikes. Finally, I pat the two kids' heads using the fallen angel's hands and let her repeat a few words. 

    "Stay." I point at Hanif and Fayza, and then at the stone steps. Putting Hestia's hand on her chest, I have her do a reassuring smile. "I will be back." 

    Luckily, Hestia doesn't protest at my revelation that I want to come back for them. Maybe she thinks I'm just lying and we'll leave them here for good. 

    In either case, they listen to my way of handling things and sit down on the steps, watching the angel girl with puppy eyes which suggest they might be expecting that we won't ever come back to get them. I can't betray such eyes, so I make a promise to myself that no matter what I find, I won't forget about them here. 

    With this, we leave the city square behind and walk down a side road. The first thing on my agenda is finding clothes so that I no longer need to cling to Hestia's body, no matter how much I like to do so. Her skin is so smooth and soft, so I'm quite conflicted about this. But my priorities are set. 

    Finally, near the entrance to an alleyway, we find a pile of old and discarded clothes. I look around to make sure nobody's watching before I slip off the fallen angel's body and rematerialize in my human form. She sighs from the sensation of my tendrils crawling across her body once more but looks a little disappointed. 

    While she stretches her wings, which were continuously enveloped by the interior of my body, I pull the entire pile inside me and push her into the dark alleyway. Once there, I spill everything back onto the ground to start searching for something usable. A lot of it consists of no more than shredded rags that really won't work as clothes anymore, but I do find a torn red cloak that I pull inside my body to wear later; for now, I'm looking for something specific. 

    Finally, I find a pair of baggy pants like those worn by men in this nation. It has a hole on the right inner thigh, most likely caused through constant chafing because of fat legs. It can be hidden by a sash hanging down, which has frayed ends but is otherwise usable. And a vest, which looks perfectly alright aside from being very dusty, completes the look. 

    "How is it?" I turn around to Hestia and present myself. 

    "Too big." She comments with a wry smile. 

    "Yes, but it's not really for me." Replying with a grin, I start transforming and filling out the clothes with most of the mass I can muster. Because of the internal explosion that Aldebrand caused, I was nearly back to my time on the Dark Continent. The pieces of the worm that I could salvage weren't nearly enough to get me back to my full size. But at least this much I can do. 

    When I'm done, I've turned into a big-bellied, middle-aged man of this nation, with dark skin and a long beard lacking a mustache. It feels awful to be male, but I'll have to endure it to complete my plan. A plan that I promptly unveil to the flabbergasted Hestia. 

    "I'm going to find some slave traders and sell you." I've seen glimpses of the fact that slavery is legal in this nation on the streets. 

    "Huh?" Hestia's reaction is just as expected. "... sell me?" 

    "Yes, I need money to buy food for the kids, and to continue my journey." Keeping a straight face, I play a little prank on her. "So-" 

    "Y-you have grown... tired of me?" Tears roll down the fallen angel's face as her eyes continue to stare at me in disbelief. Then she forces herself to smile, but it's such a heartbroken one that my chest hurts. "A-at least I can still be of use to you in some way..." 

    "I'm sorry! It was a joke!" I quickly turn back into my academy appearance before embracing and squeezing her tightly. "I could never grow tired of you. And who would be so sick to sell their beloved to buy some food? I could just take it by force if I wanted to." 

    "A joke?" Muttering in surprise, Hestia sniffles. 

    "Yes, a very dumb joke. I'm sorry to make you feel that way." Separating from her, I look into her red eyes with a serious expression. "I love you, and I never want you to leave my side." 

    Then I spot somebody passing in front of the alleyway and instantly transform into the middle-aged man while quickly pulling off Hestia's clothes. She's too surprised by the suddenness of my actions to fight them and ends up in her revealing nightgown. It's pretty much the perfect outfit for this purpose. 

    Her robes disappear into my depths as well, and I grow a fake chain from my palm, at the end of which I recreate a leather collar that I fasten around her neck. It looks a little crude because this is my first time trying this, but people won't notice because their eyes will most definitely be on Hestia. 

    What people? Well, as my luck would have it, the men that passed looked like personal bodyguards, and the one in their middle was a man resembling the criminal and sleazy brother of Hovsgaerden's mayor, Mogens. He was wearing a lot of golden trinkets and had a constant smile on his face, a testament to bloated self-esteem. Considering they're walking around in such a shady place, they can't be anything but shady themselves. Never mind misjudging people by their appearances. 

    "Come, I've found a potential buyer for you." Pulling on Hestia's collar demonstratively, I wink at her and grin. 

    Today I learned that winking isn't as universally understood as I thought it would be. 

    





   



 Chapter 53 - Slavery Pays 

      

      

    After reassuring Hestia once more that I'm never going to give her up, I quickly explain my plan to her. She accepts that I'm only acting out a role and shows hints that she seems to like being on a leash. I'll have to stop her before it gets out of hand, but for the time being, I have to keep up appearances. 

    Just to be sure, I grow two flaps from the collar around her neck, which swallow her wings and then cling to her back while camouflaged against her skin. It's still part of my body, so when it's connected through the fake chain, the interior is still part of the other dimension that is my stomach. 

    When we finally walk out onto the dusty road, I find that the shady man and his bodyguards have already disappeared. 

    "Damn." I look around for clues, but there are way too many footsteps in the dirt. I curse myself for being uninterested in learning how to read tracks even though Rolan did try to teach me about it once. Maybe he never did so again precisely because he saw that I didn't show much interest at the time. 

    But then I remember that I still have an ace up my sleeve, courtesy of my very first kill in this world. When I grow the vularen olfactory systems in my nostrils, I instantly notice the smell that lingers in the area the strongest. Nobody else passed through here since then, so that must be the group we want to follow. I can even tell the number of people, and that the employer has foul body odor that he tries to mask with copious amounts of perfume. 

    "This way." I tug on the angel girl's collar to get myself into the role of a slave owner, and we walk down the narrow street. I suppress the feeling of nausea that rises inside me from continuously smelling that stench in an enhanced state, but it's our only lead right now so I can't switch it off. 

    Soon, the trail leads us to an alleyway with a dead end. A heavy steel door with a distinct sliding bar at eye height tells me that this is some secret hideout. Maybe slavery is outlawed in this nation after all, or they wouldn't have to hide like this. 

    But that wouldn't explain people with collars and simple clothes walking around openly in the streets while carrying things for far better-dressed men and women walking ahead of them. 

    We enter the alleyway and carefully approach the door, where I gesture for Hestia to stand in its blind spot so that I can pull her into view when the person inside looks out. It should make for a grand reveal. 

    I knock on the door, not too loudly, but also not too quietly. Even though the appearance and persona I created has never been to this establishment before, I want to make it seem like a regular. The peephole slides open, and a set of brown eyes in a similarly brown face peek out. 

    "Kalamma Hosirru." The person announces in a deep male voice, and I realize the hole in my plan. I have the appearance of one of them but don't speak their language, which only makes me more suspicious. 

    But I react quickly by pulling Hestia into sight while grinning like an adult dangling candy in front of a child. It helps that the currently wingless angel girl is uncomfortable being seen wearing her nightgown by a total stranger, as she averts her eyes while shivering all over. 

    That's one more thing I forgot to do: Tell her to act like a slave would and be fearful of free people because they may do awful things to her. I'm lucky - though not happy - that she's doing it for real right now. She will get some love from me later for being so brave to go along in this poorly thought-out plan of mine. 

    "Medha?" The eyes in the viewing window widen at the sight of her beautiful white skin and flawless body. "Men anth?" 

    I have no idea what he's saying, but he sounds agitated - and not necessarily in a good way. My other plan would be to break in and kill everybody that resists, and then see if anyone can tell me what I want to know, though that involves the risk of running across somebody who might be able to fight back. 

    But then the door unlocks and is pulled open. A broad-chested and powerfully built man with a bald head but a beard similar to the one I have right now stands on the other side. He's the owner of the brown eyes that were peeking out earlier, and he's alone. 

    "Men anth? Min ayn hassala daleiha?" It's clear he's asking me something, and judging by him pointing at Hestia and staring at me with an angry expression, he must be asking how I got my hands on her. 

    Before anybody else can come out to see why the doorkeeper is raising his voice, I approach him with a smile like I'm trying to appease him. From my stomach, a spike emerges that pierces him through the throat. Gurgling up blood while his eyes stare at me in incomprehension, he goes limp soon after. 

    Pulling him inside my body, I transform back into my academy appearance and turn around to look at Hestia. An unhinged smile graces her lips as she was reminded of that time in the dark alleyway in Kongenssoevn when I showed my true appearance to her in my battle against the hired thugs and rogue mages. But rather than being terrified by it, she seems to revel in the murder I just committed. 

    "Snap out of it." I pull on her collar and point inside the corridor. "We don't have much time. His disappearance will be noticed soon." 

    "Ah, yes, Chloe." Replying with red cheeks and hot breaths, the fallen angel follows me as I produce the red cloak from within my body and put it on. It includes a hood, which I pull deeply into my face to hide it from view. Closing the door behind us, we enter the den. 

    Around the first corner is another door. When I try to push it open, it swings inward and reveals a small reception room, where several bodyguard-looking men sit around a table that seems tiny in comparison to their sizes, playing cards. 

    Behind a counter stands a skinny man who reminds me of the brainiac thug leader that I ate in Daica's store. He sports a thin mustache and goatee, which make him look more like a small-time crook than his kingdom counterpart though. 

    I guess no matter the culture or ethnicity, the appearances of those who do shady business all follow specific templates. 

    "Men anth?" He asks me, then spots Hestia behind me and stares at her with big round eyes just like the doorkeeper did. "Medha ladeyna huna?" 

    "Do you speak my language?" I employ a neutral tone and look down on the man, who's slightly shorter than me. In the Kingdom of Lares, every single man was taller, but I've already noticed several men who were even shorter than Hestia out on the streets.  

    His brows shoot up when he hears me speak and then glances at the bodyguards at the table, who have stopped their game to watch us. Their expressions are filled with curiosity rather than suspicion; the beautiful girl on my leash is overriding all other thoughts at the moment. 

    "Foreigner... here?" The man's pronunciation is awkward, and it's clear that he isn't very proficient at it. But at least he does speak my language, and I can understand him. 

    "That is not important. I am here for business." I gesture at Hestia with a nod and keep an emotionless face. 

    "Ah, deal. Yes, yes. Me, Jalil Hakim. Good buyer." Even though my presence here should ring all alarm bells in his head, he shrugs and rubs his hands together while introducing himself. His eyes wander across the fallen angel's body and stop in all the obvious places for a split second longer. But when they reach her eyes, his lustful expression changes. "Eyes strong. You no break her?" 

    "I make no habit of breaking my merchandise. That pleasure I leave to the buyers." I play his game and get him to believe that I'm a legitimate slave trader with experience. Well, as legitimate as someone in rags can be. Then I give him a suggestive smile, and excitement fills his eyes. "I have learned that some buyers prefer to do the breaking themselves." 

    "How much?" Jalil asks eagerly, even though he only looks like a receptionist. Maybe he thinks he can fool me into selling what is most likely the rarest living being in this world for a price he can afford. 

    And he must be oblivious of the principles of haggling too. While I don't have any experience in it either, common sense dictates that you should be making an offer with a specific but low number first. Because now I can arbitrarily set a high price, which he will have to haggle down. 

    The problem is that I have no idea what the currency of this nation is worth, much less the price for a slave, and even less the price for one such as Hestia in particular. 

    "Shall we go inside to sit down?" I deflect the issue and point at the door, beyond which I can hear voices and music. That's definitely a hideout in which people do shady business. "I have been on the road all day long, and I would love to have a drink." 

    "Sit? Drink? Yes, yes. After sell to me." He glances at the bodyguards nervously, some of which are frowning. It seems he really is only a small fry, and I try to walk past him, but he stops me with an arm. "No inside. Sell me now." 

    "I will not." Brushing him aside, I push open the door. And when I look inside the room, I can tell that Jalil was just the receptionist rather than a slave owner. 

    The interior is dimly lit with oil lamps, and a band is playing music on exotic instruments. It sounds a lot like Middle-Eastern tunes anyone may have heard on the Internet, and I catch myself wondering whether or not I accidentally slipped back into my old world. Then again, there's no slavery in any Middle-Eastern country - as far as I know. 

    Nearly two dozen people wearing silken robes and excessive amounts of golden accessories are seated in semi-circular alcoves or at tables built around the catwalk in the middle of the room. The most common thing I see among the men is that they wear rings set with variously colored gems on several of their fingers - and all of them have bodyguards standing near them. 

    There are almost fifty people in here. 

    Those gems would ring all my alarm bells if it weren't for the fact that they employ bodyguards. If they were mages, they wouldn't need thugs to protect them. 

    That's when I notice that at the end of the catwalk is a pole, so this may be just a strip club rather than a slavers' meeting place. But then I see the small elevated platforms on which cages have been fixed. They hold women dressed in bikinis made of tiny beads; some of them are dancing, others are curled up and shivering in fear under the gazes of the men around them. One almost black-skinned woman is playing with the pole as if it was a living thing, her movements sluggish and her eyes looking empty, suggesting that she may be drugged. 

    I guess these are precisely the kind of people I was looking for. 

    "Wait, we talk." Jalil comes in after me, but it's already too late, as others have noticed my presence. A sleazy-looking man wearing the same outfit as the receptionist comes over, and they exchange a few words. The tone the other man employs makes it clear to me that Jalil is of pretty low standing too, as he's immediately sent back outside to look after the entrance area. 

    "Wait, I need you to translate for me." I quickly realize my dilemma and try to stop him, but a voice calls out to me from behind. 

    "You foreigner?" It's a man with a voice I imagine lard would have if it could talk. When I turn around, I see that it's the one I was initially following, with two of his bodyguards flanking him. He speaks my language as well, and his pronunciation is slightly better than Jalil's. 

    "My name is Chaos." I introduce myself and look at him with a neutral expression, but have to make a conscious effort to suppress the urge to make a face. 

    "Me, Ayman Al-Sabah. Selling slave?" He points at Hestia, much more adept at hiding the sparkle in his eyes than Jalil was - but not good enough for me to not notice. He's just as interested, if not more. Then, as if remembering his manners, he laughs and gestures for me to follow him. "Drink first." 

    Already, the difference in class between him and Jalil becomes apparent. 

    He waves his hand at his men and points at one of the alcoves, signaling them to solve the small problem that it's already occupied. The two stand in front of the people inside and cross their arms demonstratively. The latter immediately get the message that they either leave or will be made to leave. Of course, the former option is the only one any sane person would take when faced with two people who have arms that seem as wide as their torsos. 

    Interestingly enough, those leaving the alcove don't look especially rich, but the fact that they're here means they're slave owners - or condone slavery. In other words, none of the men here are innocent. 

    Ayman gestures toward the freed up semicircular couch, and I sit down with a glance at Hestia to wordlessly tell her that she has to remain standing. The fat man plops down almost right next to me, and his bodyguards take up their positions in front of the alcove as if to shield us from view. 

    "What you drink?" He asks, and one of the two meat screens automatically waves over a waiter to take the order. It seems they do this quite frequently. 

    "What do you recommend?" I have no idea about the types of alcohol in this nation. I know that whiskey is Scottish and vodka is Russian, but I have no idea what the Middle-Eastern equivalent is. By having him recommend me something, I can act like I'm testing him while also masking my ignorance. 

    Who knew I could be so sly? 

    "Only best: Halib Alqarfa." Ayman states with a broad grin that shows off several golden teeth. The bodyguard whispers the order to the waiter, who nods and goes to get it right away. It seems that my would-be client is an important man here. Now, let's see if he's the type to try and poison me to get what he wants. 

    He gazes past his bodyguards to get a good look at the dancer on the pole, then turns to Hestia with a lustful glance. But he quickly gets his expression under control again and looks at me all business-like when the waiter brings our drinks. Mine is an earthen cup of a milky white liquid that has a very sweet but also strong alcoholic smell. His looks more like traditional red wine, though slightly more on the purple side. 

    "To deal." He raises his cup for a toast. 

    "Business." I respond by doing the same with mine while correcting him involuntarily, but he takes it with a smile. 

    "Yes, yes, business!" Laughing, Ayman gulps down the wine and repeats after me. He's eager to seal the deal and get Hestia into his hands. "How much?" 

    It seems that bartering techniques are foreign to this world. I would have expected that he's better at it than some random receptionist, but that's not the case. 

    "How about you make the offer?" I still don't know anything about this nation's currency and its worth, so I have to repeat what I did with Jalil. At least this way I'll get an idea about how much a wealthy slave owner thinks he can get away with. 

    "Hundred dhahaba." His expression grows serious as he holds up two fingers, meaning that he's offering two hundred of whatever dhahaba is. Then he looks into my unimpressed façade and smiles. 

    "So, the starting bid is two hundred dhahaba." I mutter as if to myself. But I deliberately let him overhear it, causing his smile to freeze over in surprise. "Thank you for your kind offer." 

    I stand up and pull on Hestia's chain, then push one of the bodyguards standing in front of the alcove aside effortlessly even though he's twice my width. The muscles in my current body have been strengthened with Crawling Chaos tendrils, in preparation for when a battle breaks out. 

    "Get up there." I pull the angel girl by her chain and point at the pole on the catwalk. "You will be auctioned off." 

    The woman already there looks at the newcomer with a scowl, but I glare at her, and she instantly complies. To her, all slave owners stand above her, so she would never dare to be disrespectful to them. A dark part of me enjoys this feeling of power, but I find it sad that this has been ingrained into a human being to the point at which they regularly discard their dignity for the sake of survival. 

    "Do a little dance for the audience." I whisper to Hestia when all eyes are on the fair-skinned newcomer on the dance floor. 

    "I cannot dance like the woman before me." She replies and shoots an anxious look at the one we just chased off the stage. 

    "Just wing it." I say with a wink. And right after the words leave my mouth, I realize that it was an especially atrocious pun in this world's language. I feel like burying myself in the desert head-first for that. But the concept of puns isn't so prevalent in this world, so the butt end of it doesn't seem to realize that I made one. 

    Hestia spreads her legs to shoulder-width and puffs up her chest in an awkward attempt to mimic the pole-dancer's lascivious movements. That's when I pull off her collar as well as the flaps on her back. Seemingly out of nowhere, her jet black wings spring into existence, and she spreads them wide in surprise. 

    The way she looks right now would be perfect for a heavy metal album cover. 

    A murmur runs through the crowd, people jump up from their seats left and right in surprise, and some start talking to each other loudly while pointing at the fallen angel. We made a huge splash with this unveiling of her original appearance, and I should be able to get what I want now. 

    "Mina Elihaty!" Ayman exclaims and looks at Hestia in all her glory. She glances at me, and I nod in encouragement. Seeing that I have everything under control, she gathers her resolve and grabs the pole, lowering herself against it suggestively. Her wings flap once and a gust of wind blows through the bar, showing that they're not just an illusion but very real. 

    "This is an open auction. The starting bid is two hundred dhahaba." I announce while pulling back my hood. My blonde hair draws some of the attention, but not everybody heard me due to their speculations about our identities. Raising my voice, I repeat myself. "This is an auction! Bid on her, starting at two hundred dhahaba!" 

    Most look at me and wonder, while I spot a few whose expressions tell me they somewhat understood what I said. Focusing my gaze on them one after the other, I silently imply that they should start bidding. 

    "Sulasumyat dhahaba!" The first does so, but replies in their language. I don't really care about the numbers they offer anyway since that's not my aim. And it serves me well because upon hearing his declaration, the entire underground room explodes into voices of men outbidding each other. I don't understand a word, but I look over the people who are standing up from their seats and gesturing while trying to make themselves heard. 

    Ayman is staring at me with his mouth open, realizing that this has left his hands. Understanding that there's no other way, he quickly shouts out a number as well. 

    I obviously don't have the intention to sell Hestia, and she knows it. That's why her act at the pole becomes more daring, while she keeps her gaze fixed on me. I give her an affectionate smile, and her face flushes red in excitement. Ever since her corruption, she hasn't shown me as much cute shyness as she has before. Instead, she has an air of sensuality about her that I enjoy just as much. 

    "Can any of you speak my language?" I gesture for everyone to calm down and then ask into the room. 

    "Yes! Six hundred dhahaba!" One answers confidently in a thick accent.  

    "I offer eight hundred!" Another one immediately follows up with much better articulation. 

    "Thousand!" A third shouts. 

    Those that don't understand anything start to panic and ask the others to translate for them. It's going to get out of hand again, but at this point, I'm only searching for the one who will understand my language the best. After all, this entire charade was to gather information and eat those I have no qualms about killing. 

    "Chaos, you promise give me, no?" Ayman implores me with an almost desperate expression, but I sneer at him. He stares at me for a second; then his face grows red in anger upon the realization that I was playing him. Took him long enough. 

    And just as expected, he shouts something at his guards while pointing at me. Others hear him and get the same idea - they can take her by force, considering I'm just a lone weak woman. That's my cue to wrap things up. 

    "Thank you all. I'm happy that you value my little Hestia so much." I lift my arms in a gesture to stop the voices. Whereas I put on a dignified air before, I've discarded it for my usual casual speech now. "But to me, she's worth more than anything you could ever offer." 

    The men who understood me spit out what are most likely insults in my direction. The others quickly pick up on the fact that I'm mocking them and join in. My tone didn't leave much room for any doubts about that anyway. 

    "Here I go." I direct this at Hestia and begin to suck the clothes I'm wearing into me. She immediately understands and nods, most likely mentally bracing herself for what's about to happen - or readying her heart to take it all in and revel in it as she did when I killed the bouncer earlier. 

    Before anybody can even figure out how I'm doing the trick of making my clothes disappear, my body bursts out into its real form, and countless tentacles spread out from me. People freeze in place with their mouths wide open, but I'm not giving them any time to realize what just happened. Spreading my numerous limbs, I grab several people at once, rip them to shreds in midair and pull their pieces into my depths. 

    Even if I doubt that there are any mages among them, I won't risk pulling in anything living. Aldebrand may have given me a trauma there, but it's better to be on the safe side than to have a repeat of that experience. 

    As I go for round two, the first person screams at the top of his lungs and turns around to get away. But aside from those few I marked as potentially useful, nobody will survive this. Rampaging through the underground bar like a giant squid, I snatch up people and drag them into the abyss. Within the blink of an eye, only five people who aren't slaves are left in the room. Aside from Hestia and me, there are Ayman, the one who shouted an offer of eight hundred earlier, and another man who remained quiet throughout the auction. 

    I let the blood covering my body seep in before I change back into my human form. Acting as if nothing out of the ordinary happened, I pull out the red cloak and cover up my nakedness while turning to those left. 

    "Now, let's start again and talk business." I direct this at Ayman, who has soiled himself while standing upright. He's a disgusting creature, but the only reason I'm talking to him is that he is still of a little use to me right now. 

    The other man who bid on Hestia thinks this an excellent opportunity to run away and jumps up from his chair. A tentacle whips out from my back, grabs him by his ankle, and picks him up. Dangling him in front of me, I tilt my head and lift an eyebrow exaggeratedly. 

    "You want to leave us already? What happened to buying my girl here?" I point at Hestia, who looks incredibly happy at being called mine. She hugs me from behind and rubs her face against my cheek. "What's your name?" 

    "What?" The man hanging upside down asks with a shaky voice. He most likely didn't expect that I would make small-talk after killing almost fifty people without even blinking. 

    "That's a strange name. But I'm not one to judge." Shrugging, I nudge his cheek with a tentacle, then continue the questioning with a warm smile. "What country is this?" 

    "W-what?" He stutters, utterly terrified by the fact that the monster holding his life in its grasp seems to be unhinged. 

    "That doesn't sound like the name of a country to me. Do they speak Imperian there?" I keep my voice level, but my smile disappears. 

    "... what?" His terror slowly makes way for confusion when he doesn't get the direction my line of questioning is going. 

    "Imperian, do you speak it?" Emphasizing my growing lack of patience by shaking him up and down by his ankle, I ask him in annoyance. 

    "Y-yes!" He quickly replies, understanding that making me angry is the last thing he would want. 

    "Then tell me what country this is." I ask him again. 

    "What...?" He blinks in confusion, and that does it for me. Three more tentacles grow from my back, grab his limbs, and rip him in four. I throw his remains into different corners of the room instead of eating them as I did with the others before. I don't want to be infected by his stupidity. 

    Hestia giggles next to me, and I glance at her. She's embracing the corruption mentally as well, and I find that quite sexy. It should be disturbing, but I'm not in the best position to be a judge of mental illnesses when I can turn people into a bloody mess without batting an eye. 

    "Let's try you. What's your name?" I look at the man who remained seated. He has a slender build and a well-shaped face with a neatly trimmed beard. I could even call him somewhat handsome and would have never guessed that a person like him visits such a shady bar. Judging books by their covers won't get you far in life after all. 

    "Basim... Al-Amjad..." The man responds without moving a muscle and not even blinking. Maybe he fears that I'm going to do the same to him if he acts even slightly out of line. 

    His pronunciation is much better than Ayman and the other's whom I just disposed of. 

    "What country is this?" I ask him the same question I have twice before since I have yet to hear an answer to it. 

    "This, Khurut Sultanate." Ayman is the first to respond with an eager nod, thinking this is his chance to make it out alive. That if he provides me with useful information, I won't kill him. Too bad his life is already forfeit because he's a slave owner. He just doesn't know it yet. 

    But this is the Khurut Sultanate, huh? The only time I ever heard this name was when the bard mentioned that in Maou-mama's retaliation strike against humanity, she attacked this nation. It's been thirty years since then, so there was plenty of time for them to recover, it seems. 

    "What is the fastest way to the Kingdom of Lares?" Without commenting on his answer, I throw the next question into the room. The previous one was directed at Basim alone, but Ayman answered. This time, it's for both of them. 

    "I show you." The latter is the first to answer again, but it's obviously an attempt to buy time. If he gets out of this room alive, he thinks there's a possibility that he can get away from me. 

    "You can travel on Nahar Bahasa, then Nahar Moyatilhayati. Go down river to Qusantinah." Basim quickly answers. Seeing my left eyebrow shooting up at the names, he immediately explains. "Nahar Bahasa is river here." 

    He lifts a trembling hand and points at the ground to emphasize his explanation. I'm really having fun being the reason for such almost tangible fear; it feels nourishing as if I'm eating real food. If only that were possible, it would make my life much more comfortable. 

    "Nahar Moyatilhayati is biggest river in Khurut, next to Qusantinah, the capital. You can find guide through Nagirah to Mineva Republic there." Basim continues his explanation of how to get back to the kingdom. "Republic has ships; you can travel over ocean." 

    "Limada akhbaraha?" Ayman sounds desperate when he talks to Basim in their language. 

    "Stop, brother. She will kill us both." The way the latter replies to Ayman leads me to believe that they aren't actually related. I guess the word 'brother' is used to address a man of similar age. 

    "What did he say?" I ask Basim instead of Ayman, to make a point. It's a warning to the latter that I'm not trusting him to tell the truth, and that another attempt at trying to talk behind my back will have dire consequences. 

    "He asked why I tell you." Shaking his head, the slender man tells me the truth - or I hope for his sake that he does. 

    "So that he can buy some more time, huh?" Turning to look at the man in question, I frown in exaggerated disapproval. "Why do you disappoint me so?" 

    "I sorry! Please no kill me!" Kneeling in his own waste, Ayman begs me to spare his life. Tears and snot are running down his face as he tries his worst at appearing pitiful. It only makes me want to kill him more, but he serves a purpose yet. 

    "Do you know what language they speak in the Mineva Republic?" Thus, I ignore the fat creature and turn back to ask Basim. 

    "They speak your tongue." He replies, glancing at his sobbing fellow countryman. That's mighty convenient, but I expected as much. If the people in the republic didn't speak Imperian, Rolan and the others wouldn't have jumped to the false conclusion that I came from the Mineva Republic instead. I assume the Empire of Terminus has a different accent yet again. 

    "Thank you for your work." I pat the shivering man on the shoulder with one of my tentacles, and his whole body jumps. "Now, I have something I would like you to do for me. But I only need one of you." 

    I alternate my gaze between Basim and Ayman, and a smile creeps onto my lips. Their eyes widen in terror, and the latter immediately begins to grovel, slipping into his native language when his vocabulary runs dry. The former is a little more dignified, as he doesn't break down mentally and only stares at me while frozen in place. 

    "I picked up two orphans in the desert. Their family is dead, and they're too young to provide for themselves." I begin to explain, but Ayman is guessing where I'm going with this. 

    "I give them home! I care for them!" He offers with the most generous expression he can muster with the tear and snot stains on his face. 

      

    "What about you, Basim?" I stare down at the other man, who remained silent during Ayman's outburst. 

    "I will provide for them like own children. They will never lack anything. I give my word!" He's essentially saying the same, but his wording is better. And most of all, he sounds sincerer. 

    "My, you both sound like the right choice." Acting like it's a difficult decision, I cup my cheek in my palm and tilt my head. "Let me get some insurance." 

    One of my tentacles grab their necks each, push their ways into the two men's mouths, and then plunge down their throats. On Basim's end, I drop a piece of meat I snatched from one of the tables in my earlier rampage, while I do nothing for Ayman. He's going to serve as an example. 

    "Mico Ignis." I mutter under my breath while pulling the tentacles out of their bodies; that should have distracted both of them from my spell-casting. 

    "W-what you do?" After vomiting on the ground, Ayman asks while still coughing. Then he touches his round stomach, and his face grows red from growing pain. "W-what this?" 

    A split-second later, the front of his torso bursts open in an explosion, spewing flesh, bones, and guts across the floor. I create a screen with my body's mass to cover myself and Hestia from the viscera just in time to remain clean, but Basim isn't so lucky. 

    "He just had second thoughts, it seems." Shaking the blood off my screen, I peer down at the remaining man, whose face is sullied by the blood of his fellow slave bar-goer. He must be traumatized by the amount of mindless death he witnessed in here today already. "This is what will happen to you if you ever decide to go back on your word." 

    It's an outrageous bluff, but I did put something inside his stomach to make him think it's whatever killed Ayman just now. The piece of meat I put inside his stomach directly is going to get digested soon, but the fear of the unknown that sits inside his body now should be enough; I'm sure he won't doubt a thing I tell him. 

    I can't come back to check on the children, so this is all I can do for them. I'm sure someone affluent enough to own slaves should have the money to take good care of two kids. 

    "You will take care of them for the rest of your life, won't you?" Giving him a sinister smile, I ask in a rhetorical tone. 

    Basim glances at the disemboweled Ayman, whose upper body has bent backward to show off the hollow cavity that used to house all of his internal organs, then nods frantically. That display left enough of an impression on him to never consider breaking his word to me. 

    "Let us drink to that." I gesture for Hestia to watch over the man, and walk over to the bar as if going on a simple stroll - stepping through the blood and pieces of flesh left behind by the other people I eviscerated like a kid stepping in puddles. 

    Once there, I pick one of the most expensive-looking bottles. It's easy to choose because it's one of the few made from glass. Taking two cups from behind the counter, I fill them with the golden brew and walk back to the chair into which Basim is still rooted. 

    "To our little agreement." I lift my cup and smile. As if on strings, the blood-covered man sitting before me does the same. "Drink up, then get your clothes changed. You can't meet your new children looking like that." 

    Winking at him and acting as if that's not my fault, I down the alcohol. It burns pretty strongly, but there's a pleasant aftertaste; I could get used to having a good drink after successfully conducting business. Basim follows my example absentmindedly and takes a little longer to finish his. 

    





   



 Chapter 54 - Khurut Culinary Tour 

      

      

    We left the devastated underground slave bar - not before opening the cages and letting the traumatized slaves out - and headed back to the city square with Basim in tow. Along the way, I transformed back into a bodysuit to cover Hestia while he wasn't looking and essentially cemented my status as a divine being when he turned around and was surprised at my sudden disappearance.  

    I made Hestia have our new collaborator explain to Hanif and Fayza in the kindest terms that he will be taking care of them from now on before I said my goodbye through the angel girl. Even though we only traveled with the kids for two days, they really grew on me. Maybe this farewell was harder for me than for anybody else. 

     But when we leave them in Basim's hands and walk away, I feel a burden lifting off my figurative shoulders - I don't have any real ones right now. 

    The sky is already completely dark, and the streets are deserted now that everybody has gone home. As we make our way toward the harbor, I think about our next move but am interrupted by a growling stomach. Considering I don't have one in my current form, it definitely came from Hestia. 

    "I am sorry, Chloe." She mutters while covering her tummy with a hand. 

    "No, don't be. I forgot that you haven't eaten since yesterday." Technically, she hasn't eaten since the evening on the day before yesterday. She was taken from her bed at night, and we've been on the move ever since. "Let's find ourselves a place for dinner." 

    While I'd love to hurry along, having Hestia collapse from hunger and exhaustion is the last thing I want. Maybe we should rest here for the night and continue tomorrow. With the money I got from the pouches of all the slave owners I ate in the bar, I should be able to find us a place to stay without a problem. 

    For convenience's sake, we could have gone with Basim. But the poor man would have keeled over from fear and stress. Also, I would have had to stay hidden from the children, to not waste my efforts of disappearing as if I had been only a mirage. 

    Suddenly, a familiar face passes us by. Because it's dark outside and Hestia is back in her rather prude uniform - and I'm hidden from view - he doesn't recognize us. Slipping out from between her clothes, I materialize in human form and put on my red cloak. 

    "Hey Jalil, how are you doing?" I call out to the receptionist of the slavers bar who had disappeared when we left it. The instant he hears my voice, he legs it without even turning around. But I already expected it and grab his ankle with a tentacle, causing him to fall flat on his face. 

    "Spare me!" He doesn't even struggle and flips over to look up at me with a pleading expression. 

    "I wasn't going to hurt you." Walking over the few steps that separate us, I peer down at him with a friendly smile. "I just need you to come with us." 

    "Anything, just no kill me!" Banging his head on the floor, Jalil tries to make himself look as pitiful as possible. He's not nearly as disgusting as Ayman, but I could never begin to like him. I compared him to the brainiac from Hovsgaerden, but he's far more gutless and opportunistic than that guy seemed to be. 

    "Be useful to me, and I'll let you go when we're done." Letting go of his ankle, I signal him that he can move freely now. "But try to run away, and I'll find you. And at that time, you won't get another chance." 

    "I understand! Anything for master." Continuing to kneel before me, he grovels to show his subordination. I'm not exactly happy to be addressed as if I'm a slave owner, but I see no reason to correct him. 

    "Show us where we can have some good food." I'll be using him as a guide since neither Hestia, nor I speak this nation's language. "Don't worry. You won't have to pay for us. In fact, I'll even pay for your share." 

    "Thank you! Master generous!" Jalil is just one step away from both figuratively and literally kissing my feet. 

    Alright, I would be lying if I said I wasn't actually enjoying this. Power truly corrupts. 

    But I remind myself of my miserable failure in the battle against the professors of the Royal Academy. I'll let it serve as a lesson not to underestimate humans, and least of all human mages. There could have been one among the slave owners or their bodyguards, but I didn't even give them any time to react when I killed them in droves. And that's what I'll be doing when I return to the academy to rescue Kamii. 

    "Lead the way." I pull myself out of my self-loathing and planning for the future, and order the still kneeling man to get going. 

    Scrambling to do as he's told, he walks ahead but turns around like a faithful dog checking whether or not their owner is following them. When he ascertains himself of that fact, for his own safety rather than not losing us, he continues to walk. I have to admit that his behavior is cute, and I begin to understand why in so many stories, powerful beings keep a lackey like that around. 

    There are very few people in the streets at this time of the day, so I no longer feel the need to cover Hestia's wings while walking about. Those who see her rub their eyes and stare, but don't cause a scene as I expected people would during the day when others are around to hear them. 

    Jalil leads us to the harbor - the place we wanted to go eventually anyway - and eagerly gestures at a houseboat. It's barely wide enough for three people to stand side-by-side, and it looks pretty shabby. But I spot a table and two benches that offer six seats under the roof extending from the little shelter which undoubtedly  

    doubles as a permanent home. 

    Three people are having a meal already, and one among them stands up to greet our guide. It's an old man, easily over sixty years old, with a fuzzy gray beard that reaches his exposed chest and a turban covering his head. The very dark tan and the lean body uncharacteristic for a person of his age speak volumes about his experience working as a ferryman under the glaring sun. And it would appear that he runs a small restaurant on the side. 

    I watch Jalil talk to the old man, who expertly balances on the swaying boat. The latter sees Hestia's wings, and his eyes go wide. After a heated discussion, he turns to the two customers and tells them to hurry up and leave. For some reason, I could believe he just said to them that the angel girl's wings need that space, rather than being excited about a mystical being like her being in front of him. 

    The two stare at us for a moment before picking up their bowls and jumping over to the boats parked left and right of this one while continuing to stuff their faces. Judging by their dark skin and smooth movements on the shaking footholds, they must be boatmen as well. 

    "Best food in Almadinad." As if having forgotten about his current predicament, Jalil gives me a genuine smile as he gestures at the now empty seats. He must be very sure about that to lead us to a place none of the customers in the bar he worked in until today would ever eat in.  

    I glance at Hestia to see that she's wrinkling her brow and nose at the sight of this alternative for a restaurant, but I take it as experiencing a foreign culture. I can't just keep on killing people here; I need to use this opportunity to see the world, now that I've been given it against my will. Not that I'll forget my goal of getting back to Kamii over this. 

    "Are we really going to eat here, Chloe?" The fallen angel asks me, hoping that my answer will be in the negative. 

    "Yes, we will. This is most definitely authentic local and traditional food." I try not to sound too eager to try it, but it's hard when the smell of meat and fish wafts over to me under a breeze. The academy's canteen has as high a standard as the enrolment requirements are steep, so we were eating like nobles all this time. Let's see how the common folk in a foreign nation lives. "Jalil, tell him to bring out everything he has." 

    "Oh, yes, of course." Strangely excited, he interprets for us. The old man strokes his beard in surprise but laughs heartily before heading into the shelter to prepare the meal. 

    I take a seat, and Hestia reluctantly sits down next to me. Her wings barely fit under the low roof, and one of them covers my back because she can't even keep them folded. It seems the old cook foresaw that when he sent his other customers away. 

    But she takes this opportunity to rest her wing-arm on my shoulder while leaning onto me. Her misgivings about the quality of the food soon give way to joy, as she can be all over me. It's something she didn't do in the academy even after her corruption was completed. But witnessing me slaughter people seems to have ignited something in her; I'm sure she wouldn't hesitate to invite me to bed once we find one. 

    "Jalil, tell me more about yourself." Leaning on the table, I smile at my new toy. If he's going to be our guide, I do want to know some more than just that he used to work in a slavers bar until I came along and put it out of business. 

    "W-what you want to know? I-I just lowly servant." He stutters, his eyes swimming as he tries to make himself seem as uninteresting as possible. In his eyes, any attention from me outside of giving him an order he can put his mind into must be bad for his heart. 

    "Where are you from? What are your plans in life?" I pursue the matter and don't let him wiggle his way out of this. For now, I don't want to play the master card and order him to do it. I'm not interested enough to really force him to tell though, so if he stonewalls, I won't care too much. 

    "I born here. Wanted to open own shop." Thinking that not telling me would be testing my patience, he quickly replies. As expected, he's a simple man wanting to make a simple living in this complicated world. If I hadn't shown up, he might have never had anything more exciting happen in his life than seeing somebody getting beaten up and thrown out of the underground bar. 

    "That sounds great. I'm sure you can do it." The fact that he used the past tense didn't pass me by unnoticed; he still fears that I'll kill him in the end after all. I do plan on releasing him, as long as he doesn't betray me before then. "What kind of shop?" 

    "Alcohol. I know recipes." Warming up a little when talking about his future plans, he can't help but smile. In fact, he even sounds proud when he announces his slogan. "Best spirit in Almadinad. Good alcohol for good people." 

    Jalil is growing on me. I won't forget that he wanted to swindle me and buy Hestia for cheap, but he's not an evil person. He just saw an opportunity that wouldn't even come in a lifetime for most people. I can't fault him for seeing a fast way out of his line of work and trying to take it. 

    Or maybe I'm giving him too much credit. In either case, my train of thoughts is cut short when the old man arrives with the food, carrying several plates in each hand with a dexterity I wouldn't have expected from a person of his age. The fact that the boat shakes from every movement makes his feat that much more impressive. 

    Without even waiting for me, Hestia picks up the one thing she's most familiar with and begins to bite down on it. It's a kind of flatbread, crispy on the outside and soft on the inside. It seems freshly baked, leading me to question how the old man did that inside his small hut. But I remember that I haven't had a proper meal aside from raw meats in just as long as the fallen angel beside me, and stop thinking about unnecessary things. 

    The biggest bowl contains something resembling rice, topped with a variety of nuts, dried fruits, and what appears to be a whole grilled chicken cut into pieces for easier handling. The rice is glistening with fat from the chicken, and the smell tickling my nose makes my mouth water. 

    We're each given an empty plate and a wooden spoon, and I immediately begin my meal by getting that chicken rice. When I bite down on the meat, I find that the skin is an explosion of flavor from spices I've never tasted in my lives, past and present. Then I'm surprised to find that the inside is juicy - even though it's the white meat of chicken, which I've never known as anything but somewhat dry. The aromatic rice, not cooked Japanese style, complements its taste rather than serve as a filler.  

    The next thing I reach for is a small plate filled with what look like spring rolls. When I bite into one, I can taste a mix of minced meat and vegetables. It's pretty much just spring rolls, but using spices different from those in Chinese cuisine. The taste is just as good as that of the chicken, and I feel overwhelmed by the variety of flavors. 

    There's a salad made from diced greens, tomato-like cubes, and what smells like onion. Another plate contains small lamb chops garnished with herbs, and there's a bowl with an assortment of spicy beans. 

    I can't believe the local food is this good, and that it's found in a place such as this. If I had come here as a tourist, I would have never thought of visiting this small boat restaurant. In fact, from the outside, I wouldn't even have guessed that it's a restaurant in the first place. 

    "Good job bringing us here, Jalil." I praise our guide, and he sighs in relief. He should have been able to tell that we're enjoying this food by the fact that we haven't stopped or even said a single word until now. "All of this is really tasty." 

    He turns to the old man and interprets it for us. The latter laughs at the praise and gives me a mostly toothless grin, gesturing that there's more in the kitchen. Of course, neither Hestia nor I say no to that offer. 

      

    When we finish, I stand up and make way for Hestia so that she can get back on land and stretch her wings. I have something to discuss with the old man, whose name is Hassan, and need Jalil to interpret for me. It's not that I want the angel girl out of the way for this, but she might not like what we'll be talking about.  

    "Can Hassan ferry us to the capital? What was it called again?" I ask our guide and interpreter. 

    "Qusantinah." He quickly reminds me of the name I only heard once in the underground bar while interrogating Basim. "Capital very far. Take many days." 

    "Then, to the next city downstream." I gesture in the direction where the river flows, and the old man strokes his beard in understanding. Pointing is a universal language. But he doesn't know how far I want him to go and turns around to Jalil with a questioning gaze. 

    "One day. Can leave in morning." After a short exchange with Hassan, he explains while holding up a finger. 

    "No, we leave now." I produce a leather pouch filled with coins from within my red cloak - though actually pulling it out of my stomach - and place it on the table. Just like back when I bargained for Senka, I have no idea about the worth of this currency and how much is in there. But judging by the sound of it, there should be quite a bit, and both men stare at it in surprise. 

    "Now?" Jalil looks up and asks in a skeptical tone, while the old man opens the pouch and looks inside, only for his eyes to nearly pop out. He quickly asks our interpreter what I said, and upon hearing it, immediately replies with laughter. The latter begins to interpret, but he cuts it short while glancing at me in fear. It seems the old man may have said something rude. "He say we go now." 

    "Alright. Half the money now, the other half when we arrive." I point at the pouch and state in a matter of fact tone. Not like Hassan could run anywhere with the money since we'll depart right now, but I wanted to do it the way commonly seen in fiction. 

    "All?" This time, it's Jalil's turn to pop his eyes as he stares at me flabbergasted. 

    "Yes, all of it. Money means nothing to me." I still have a few dozens more such pouches inside me, taken from the already digested bodies of the slave owners and their bodyguards. "Serve me well, Jalil, and you will have enough money to fulfill your dream." 

    When he hears that, his jaw drops. In his mind, he was most likely resigning himself to either try his luck running away from me despite my warning, or follow me until I kill him for one reason or another. I'm not a monster... well, technically I am. But I won't kill somebody who helps me out. 

    "You pay me?" He asks as if expecting that I would have him work for free. That would be like keeping a slave, and I'm not in such a habit. 

    "Yes, but only when I say you can go. I need you until we leave the Khurut Sultanate." I add so he doesn't get ahead of himself. 

    "Ohhh thank you, master!" Lowering his head in a subservient gesture, Jalil expresses his gratefulness again and again. I think the hope that he's not only getting out of my service alive but also going to strike it rich has blossomed in his heart. 

    He then quickly turns around to Hassan and talks to him in their language, most likely telling him to hurry up. The old man gets into gear and jumps onto the pier to undo the mooring. With sure hands and feet, he kicks the boat away from the quay and hops over. Pulling on the fixed oar at the back of the vessel, he begins to propel us away from the harbor and onto the center of the river. 

    Jalil tells me that the old man is giving us his shelter for the night, but I gesture at Hestia to go in alone; I won't be sleeping until I'm back by Kamii's side, and this body makes such a feat possible. 

    She comes back out a moment later and mutters that it's filthy inside. Hassan may be a nice person, but his hygiene is a different matter. I hope she won't get sick from eating the food prepared by somebody like that. 

    I tell her to take off her robe and cover the bed with it, and that I'll buy her new clothes when we reach the capital. The nights are quite chilly, but the inside of the cabin is warmed by coals in a metal brazier. She should do fine even in her skimpy nightwear. 

    When Hestia is settled down, I peek out from between the curtains to see that Jalil has laid down on the bench and is dozing off. Hassan continues to row, invigorated by the handsome reward awaiting him at the end of this journey. 

    The day is coming to an end, and even though it was only in the last few hours, a lot has happened in it. Two children now have a foster father who will most definitely do his best to keep them happy, eternally bound by the fear of what will happen to him if he doesn't. I've also gotten most of the information I need to make my way back to Kamii's side. And we're currently moving steadily towards that goal. 

    I walk through the hut, past Hestia's wings, and emerge on the other side to sit down on the bow of the boat. Turning my finger into a blade, I place a cut next to the scar from the one I gave myself yesterday. Another day has passed - another day in which my beloved little dark elf is in the hands of the academy. 

    The rippling of the water and the rhythmic sound of the creaking oar blend into a background noise over which I lose myself. But I keep my mind sharp and let my thoughts swirl around the fact that I was made to forget the appearance of the teleportation circle under the academy with just a verbal order from Basarab. If he can achieve that much with just a sentence, what could he do to the captured Kamii in my absence? 

    I've seen enough stories in which the heroine gets kidnapped and brainwashed before being pitted against the hero in a battle to the death. It's usually the villain's aim to break their nemesis, but it's always foiled through the power of love. However, I don't know what I would do if Kamii were to have really forgotten about me or even came to stand against me as an enemy.  

    And what about Daica? She doesn't even know what happened, but the academy might actually seek her out and punish her as a potential collaborator of mine. 

    I curse my impotence and the mistakes I made. Maybe I should have been more cooperative in tone, but when I suddenly found myself surrounded by the professors keeping Kamii and Hestia as hostages, my mind blanked out a bit. It could have become a repeat of the day of my enrolment when everything turned out better than expected if only I had been able to come up with some half-truths to appease them. 

    No, I doubt that was an option. Even without being aware of Basarab's abilities, I knew that being captured by humans is something I have to avoid at all costs. I've witnessed what they're capable of doing to members of their own race when they're perceived as enemies, so a demon has far fewer chances of survival. 

    "Ib hathan!" The old man calls out to me from the back of the boat while pointing at the sky and pulls me out of my thoughts. I stand up and shrug exaggeratedly to signal him that I didn't understand a word. 

     "Al-Mulakip il Allaya ihuna." 

    He keeps his arm raised, so I look up to find that there are three full moons. Or rather, two white holes in space and one almost full moon. They're aligned perfectly to appear like eyes and a mouth. I saw them back in the kingdom when we were on our journey from Hovsgaerden to Kongenssoevn. 

    "What is that?" I ask Hassan in a questioning inflection. 

    "Mulakip il Allaya." He seems to understand that I don't know this and repeats part of his sentence. Maybe that's the name of that phenomenon. Or it's a god in this world, consisting of a pair of glowing spheres that look like they're in outer space. Senka told me not to think about it too much because something of that size will forever be out of my league. The thought that there's an existence up there that could swallow our planet without even noticing its presence is terrifying. 

    Wait, is that what a Cosmic Horror is? Why am I so much smaller and stuck on this planet? What's with the vast difference between us? Well, it's all just conjecture on my part. 

    I stare at it, and it feels as if a force is pulling on me, but there's no sign of it blinking. But after a while, I notice that they're going out of alignment with the moon and growing smaller as if moving away. At first, I thought it was my imagination since it's such a slow process, but when they're half the size of the moon, I'm sure. 

    Judging by how Hassan referred to it in an almost affectionate tone, it's not associated with some sort of calamity. And seeing how it's slowly disappearing, I'd say this planet and I have nothing to worry about for the time being. 

      

    The first rays of the sun peek over the horizon. Another sleepless night has passed in which I watched the barely changing surroundings slowly move by as Hassan accompanied it all with calm songs from time to time. While I didn't understand a word, I felt the emotions in them and couldn't stop thinking about Kamii and Daica. Surely, he was singing of lost love and separation - or I'm just projecting. 

    By the time the sun has separated from the horizon fully, a town comes into view in the distance. Greenery lines the riverbanks, though it barely extends farther than a stone throw from the water. Even then, people maintain small vegetable gardens and crop fields, using ladles on long poles to scatter water from the river across them. 

    The river has grown wider along the way, as another one feeds into it. It explains why there's far more activity here now than there was before. Many other boats are traversing the waterway now, and Hassan waves to some of the ferrymen as we pass them by. It seems that he's well known, but that's unsurprising when considering his age and experience. 

    "Moqadis." Jalil stands up on the other side of the hut and points at the city walls. Unlike Almadinad, this town has grown beyond its walls, which have even been torn down in some place to make space for roads and more houses. I guess my initial impression that this nation may not be at peace, unlike the kingdom, was false. Almadinad just isn't prosperous and fertile enough to allow for much growth. "Beautiful city, good food." 

    It seems our guide already knows what it is that I enjoy in life. Aside from love, I only need food - anything else, including a home and clothes, are unimportant when I have those two. I'd love to have breakfast made by Hassan, but I also want to try the specialties of this city, so I'm in a little bit of a dilemma. 

    I'll let Hestia decide, as I enter the small hut to wake her up. She has barely moved in her sleep, and her expression appears pained. Maybe she's having a nightmare, or the cramped space is uncomfortable for her. 

    "Wake up, it's morning." I shake her shoulder, and she jumps. 

    "H-huh?" Looking around with big eyes, the fallen angel acts as if somebody just screamed at her. "Chloe?" 

    "Everything's alright." I hug her head and stroke her hair. She calms down and sighs from the feeling of comfort, putting her arms around my waist to keep me close. 

    "We arrive soon-" Jalil peeks through the curtains to announce that we're reaching the harbor momentarily, but freezes when he sees us embracing. "S-sorry!" 

    With this apology, his head disappears again. The moment has been ruined, and I separate from Hestia. 

    "You can stretch your wings on the bow. There's more space." I point where I came from just moments earlier and suggest to her. It's also going to make a great impact on the people of this city to see her in full bloom first thing in the morning. 

    She pushes aside the curtain and walks out with her wings folded, and I follow her into the sunlight. We're almost at the docks of the bustling city, and the people walking on the quay stare at the fallen angel as she spreads her wings to their full size. I've seen her do it a many times, but it's always an impressive sight. 

    Hassan brings us to the pier and hops over with a rope in hand. Despite his old age, he looks like a cheerful child with a light step, knowing he's getting a reward very soon. A dockhand, a man with a pencil mustache similar to Jalil's, comes over while pointing at Hestia and demanding something loudly. 

    "Jalil." I call out to our guide and interpreter. "Tell him that we're envoys of the gods and that if he welcomes us, he shall prosper." 

    He stares at me with big round eyes, but when I frown and nod my head in the direction of the noisy man, he scrambles to comply and very nearly stumbles overboard. 

    After a quick conversation between the two, Jalil turns around and waves at me. The dockhand bows in my direction and grins servilely, revealing a set of yellow teeth. I suppress the urge to grimace and put on a dignified air, acknowledging his existence but not paying him much more attention.  

    With the potential problem out of the way, I step onto the docks and help Hestia up. Then I turn to Hassan and hand him the promised purse, the coins inside clinking audibly. He opens it and begins counting as if suspecting that I replaced its contents with scrap metal overnight. When he sees that it's real money, he looks up and gives me a broad smile that comes from the bottom of his heart.  

    "Shukran!" Bowing his head, he appears to be suppressing the urge to jump in celebration. 

    "Tell him that he did well." I walk past Jalil and order him to relay my words to the old man. Hestia follows me wordlessly, and we walk into town with everybody's eyes on us. 

    I don't really want to be in the spotlight, but keeping her wings hidden either require me to put a collar on her or turn myself into a bodysuit. While both activities are quite fun in their own ways, I don't want the inconvenience of being tethered to her all the time or not existing in the eyes of others. 

    "You want breakfast?" Jalil quickly catches up to us after finishing his talk with Hassan and asks eagerly. 

    "Yes. You seem to know this place well, so lead the way." I gesture for him to walk ahead of us. "Price isn't a problem." 

    "I understand. Follow me." Waving at us to follow, he leads us through the streets and alleyways of Moqadis. He seems to have trodden this path often, as he's sure in his step and doesn't waste time looking around. 

    Along the way, the people stare at us like we're aliens. Some call their friends while pointing at us, others even go so far as to drop the things in their hands from the surprise of seeing a fair-skinned girl with jet black wings walk among them. A small following develops, mostly consisting of young men and boys, that stay at a respectful distance while tailing us. 

    We soon reach a tiny backstreet restaurant barely larger than a kiosk. Under an awning in front of the door are two small tables that seat two people each. One of them is occupied by a rotund man with a full beard that wears a chef's apron, arranging tattered playing cards to pass the time. 

    When he spots Jalil, he jumps up and greets him in a full-throated voice. The people of the Khurut Sultanate are quite warm-hearted, even more so than those in the small villages of the Kingdom of Lares. I guess climate does affect dispositions and tempers. 

    "This is Fareed El-Qadir. He best cook in Moqadis." Our guide introduces the man to us, who pats his hands on his apron and shows us a friendly smile. Then his jaw drops when he sees Hestia's wings. 

    "Tell him to prepare all the dishes he has." I produce a large leather pouch filled with coins from inside my clothes and shake it to induce a rattling sound in it. "And make them big portions." 

    "All?" Jalil blinks. 

    "Did I stutter?" I raise an eyebrow, and he flinches before immediately interpreting for me. The two men have a back and forth during which Fareed glances at the two of us repeatedly with round eyes. But it seems  

    our guide can appease his curiosity about our identity, and the chef goes inside to prepare the meal. 

    The people tailing us are coming closer and forming a wide ring around the table we sit down at, but still keep far enough away that I'm not bothered by their presence. Their chatter provides the background noise of a bustling street, which is so sorely missing in this backstreet locale. 

    "Let's give them a show." I caress Hestia's cheek across the table and gesture for her to lean over. Glancing sideways to the peanut gallery with a suggestive smirk, I kiss the fallen angel on the lips. A murmur runs through the small crowd, which intensifies when our tongues intertwine visibly. 

    We separate after a minute that felt like an eternity. During that time, it was as if only the two of us existed, and my surroundings only slowly return in ripples, at the end of which the speechless onlookers appear. Many are staring with their mouths hanging open. 

    "What brought this on, Chloe?" While breathing slightly heavier than before our kiss, Hestia asks with a glowing smile. Whenever we share in intimacies, I can see the figurative flowers bloom around her from the joy she radiates. 

    "I just felt like it." Caressing her cheek once again, I give her a look filled with all my love. She nuzzles into my hand, and I feel the world around us melt away once again. 

    Technically, this is our first date. We've done some bold things out in the open on the library balcony, but we never had a moment like this. My mind has been so preoccupied with returning to Kamii that I forgot that another person I love is right by my side. She deserves better than playing a secondary role, especially when it's just the two of us.  

    Then I notice Jalil sitting right next to us at our table, his eyes swimming from me to Hestia and back. For a moment, I completely forgot about this side as I had been focused on the other one with the crowd. 

    "What are you looking at?" Looking down at him, I growl. He jumps up with a squeal and scurries over to the other table. It seems he forgets his place if I loosen his reins too much. 

    Turning to the gathered people on the other side, I let my gaze sway across their eyes. One after the other falters and retreats, and soon we're back to being alone in the alleyway. I'm sure two otherworldly girls kissing at a table on Fareed's restaurant will spread throughout the city like wildfire. 

    The first dishes arrive soon after. Fareed's cooking has to compete with our still fresh memory of Hassan's dinner yesterday, but visually, the first few items are quite similar and equally enticing. 

    An assortment of cold appetizers is placed on our table, and I look over them one by one. There's a fresh salad with grilled nuts sprinkled on top of it, and instead of a dairy-based sauce as I'm used to from my previous life, it's garnished with oil and vinegar. Cold grape leaves stuffed with rice is a highlight for me since I always associated them with sophisticated meals. A plate with grilled white cheese and fresh vegetable-based spread are served with flatbread, and a bowl of spicy beans in a reddish brown sauce stands in the center of it all. So far, many of them overlap with the dinner Hassan prepared, and I assume it's because those are the traditional foods in this region.  

    Fareed has put on a professional smile after accepting that he has two divine beings eating at his small restaurant. He then glances at our guide with an eyebrow raised, wondering why he's at another table now. 

    "Jalil, come here and eat with us." I gesture at our table and signal for our guide to join us. While I did drive him away for staring at Hestia and I kissing, I feel that during a meal it's the more, the merrier. 

    "Thank you!" He quickly comes back over and nods to me in gratefulness. 

    "How is it?" I ask while breaking a piece of flatbread and handing the other half to the fallen angel. 

    "This is just as good as last night's dinner." She admits in embarrassment, as she had to chew and swallow the food already in her mouth quickly to answer me. 

    "Ladidon Jiddaan, Fareed." Jalil turns to doubtlessly convey our praise to the chef, who laughs heartily and returns to the kitchen to prepare the next set of dishes. 

    The second wave of food consists of lamb chops in a lemon sauce, slices of kebab meat with a garlic-smelling dip, leavened bread filled with cheese, grilled eggplant-like vegetables with minced meat, and poached eggs in a sauce smelling suspiciously similar to that made from tomatoes. 

    I can't put either Hassan or Fareed's cooking above the other, as both are incredible. The portions are quite large, just like I asked for, and at one point Jalil taps out after eating his fill. Hestia follows soon after, while the chef keeps bringing out dish after dish of local specialties.  

    Eventually, he asks our guide whether or not to stop, but I tell him to keep going and finish his menu. Onlookers have gathered once more, but I don't care as I polish clean one plate after the other and the food disappears into my unfathomable depths the moment they move down my throat. Of course, I don't waste the taste by gobbling it down and leisurely take in all the unfamiliar aromas. 

    Finally, we reach the desserts, and I'm blown away by the assortment of pastries, dried and fresh fruits, and puddings. They're not just sweet, as many incorporate spices I tasted in the savory dishes as well. The broad diversity and variety cause even Hestia, who threw in the towel earlier to try some. 

    Most of the pastries are crunchy with a softer core which is soaked in sweet syrup. Some have diced dried fruit inside them, others contain cream or are dough throughout. There are three different types of puddings, one with rice, another with fruits and one plain. Each and every dessert is distinctive enough so that it doesn't feel repetitive when I try them one after the other. 

    At this point, the onlookers are murmuring among themselves at the sheer amount of food I've consumed. Hestia's black wings are reason enough to believe that I'm also not human, but the fact that I just ate large portions of every single item on a restaurant's menu without letting even a little of it show on the outside must have given them certainty. 

    When we're done with the meal, I look at Hestia and Jalil. Both have stuffed themselves to the point where neither would want to move for a while, but the time for enjoyment has to come to an end; I want to continue on our journey. 

    "What's the fastest way to the capital?" I ask our guide while Fareed begins to clear the table. Well, I already know what the fastest way is, but I can't use that with a wingless human accompanying us. And I don't want to carry him, nor make Hestia do it. "Is it possible to make a non-stop trip there on a ship?" 

    "I not know. Can ask in harbor." Jalil replies truthfully, then grins mischievously. "Can offer pay for fast travel." 

    "Stop smiling like that." I order him, and he purses his lips in fear. It's not that his idea is terrible and he shouldn't be smiling over it, but rather that he looks too much like a rat while doing so. It gives me the urge to squash him. "By ship it is. Let's go then."  

    "Now?" Hestia is the one who asks, as she leans back on her chair while subtly massaging her belly. 

    "Yes, now." I stand up and pull out a leather pouch filled with money, which I drop on the table. The heavy thud speaks volumes about the amount hidden inside it. 

    Fareed still proceeds to open it and peek inside, and his eyes widen in surprise. He asks Jalil something, but the latter waves him off with a wry smile and replies while gesturing in the direction of the alleyway leading back to the main road into which I'm already trudging. 

    "Shukran! Shukran jazila!" The chef calls out after us. It's the same words that Hassan said when we left, so I assume it's either an expression of gratitude or one of farewell.  

    The crowd parts to make way for us, as I stride ahead without paying them any attention. I dined like a queen, so behaving like one is par for the course right now. Of course, under the surface of all the fun I have, I never forget my goal of reuniting with my loved ones as soon as I can.





   



 Chapter 55 - Tentacle's Creed 

      

      

    From afar, I see a massive pyramid towering over the sprawling city of Qusantinah, capital of the Khurut Sultanate, which easily eclipses the citadel of Kongenssoevn in size. The top third is plated with gold and features a gigantic eye motif with lines spreading from it radially, symbolizing the sun. And at the current angle of the setting sun, the eye is brightly illuminated while the city below is beginning to light their fires and candles. 

    We've been traveling on a sailing barge for the past six days without a single stop to go on land. The Nahar Bahasa fed into the Nahar Moyatilhayati just as Basim told me while under duress. It's a vast, life-giving stream around which settlements and fields are sprouting far and wide. Even as we reach the outskirts of the city that has grown considerably beyond its impressive walls, the fields don't disappear until we reach the first river checkpoint.  

    "Pyramid is Al-Qahirah. Relic of lost nation, now sultanah's palace." Jalil points at the monolithic structure at the center of the city. He told me along the way that he has never been to the capital but heard many stories about its wonders and the remnants left by the lost civilization that existed in the sands before humans resettled their ruins.  

    Looking downstream, the river continues to the horizon unbroken by bridges. According to the captain of this ship, Qusantinah lies by the sea, but there's a law that forbids commoners who aren't members of the Bihar Altabahaqi, the sailor caste, to board ocean-going ships. Punishment is death, so nobody dares to smuggle people. 

    I'm sure I could find somebody to do so anyway, but we still have to travel to the Mineva Republic before we can board a ship that'll take us directly to the Kingdom of Lares. But I also hope that we can use a different method of travel altogether.  

    Before we reach the harbor, I signal for Hestia to come over so that I can cover her wings. I didn't care about people seeing her in smaller towns and cities before, but this is right under the noses of the governing body of this nation. They may have gotten a message about us from the academy and could be searching for us. 

    "Can you not do the other thing?" The angel girl asks while fidgeting visibly. She means my transforming into a bodysuit to cover every inch of her skin except for the head. It seems that she's feeling restless now that a kind of routine has returned to our life which had been upended with our banishment from the academy. Our late night outing on the library balcony is over two weeks in the past now, and she may be subconsciously seeking pleasure again. 

    "No, I want to be out and about myself." Putting a collar made from my own matter on her while responding, I cover up her wings in plain sight of Jalil and the sailors, whose eyes almost pop out at the magic trick I just performed. 

    According to what our guide found out, magic in the Khurut Sultanate is reserved to the Al-Arruwa Altabahaqi, the shaman caste. Unlike the other castes, this is the only one that accepts anybody based on merit rather than birth - as long as they're men in celibacy. They live and study magic in a place called the Qaat Al-Arruwa, the Hall of Spirits. From his description, it sounds far more heavily guarded and exclusive than even the Royal Academy. 

    The only reason I'd want to go there is to see whether or not they have a transportation circle in their basement. Humans capable of magic are too dangerous, so I'd rather not poke the hornet's nest without good reason. In other words, I need to investigate before doing anything rash. 

    But if there is one, I'll only need to find out the unique appearance of the circle under the academy. Then I can teleport back rather than take the long way by traveling halfway around the world. Hiding Hestia's wings prevents us from becoming a sensation so that I have more freedom in my movements.  

    Currently, I'm closer to the appearance I had in my previous life than when I was in the academy. I changed my hair back to black and turned my skin darker to blend into the crowd better. Jalil didn't recognize me at first, and only when the fallen angel came to talk to me did he realize that it was me. It was quite funny when he apologized profusely for speaking so rudely to me, thinking I was just another passenger on the ship.  

    The gangplank is let down onto the pier, and I descent it quickly to feel solid ground under my feet once again. I've never had motion sickness in my life, but spending several days on a vessel that is in constant swaying is still exhausting even for my untiring body. Though I guess not sleeping contributes to that too. 

    Jalil immediately gets to work, asking around to find out where the best inn is located. Since he has never been to the capital before, his worth as a guide has fallen significantly - and he's very aware of that fact, which means he has to make an extra effort to not become obsolete to me.  

    Hestia leans on my shoulder and nuzzles into my side like Kamii usually did. Her image of a pure girl has already been compromised long ago, but now she's almost like a seductress, pressing her breasts against my arm to elicit a response from me. With the collar around her neck, people will think of her as a slave that is eager to please. 

    With our guide leading the way, we walk down a bustling street canopied by sheets of colorful linen. It's filled with busy stalls and vendors loudly peddling their wares, and the masses are moving along slowly. Aside from an abundance of food that I catch myself eyeing, there are exotic clothes, tools and trinkets made from various materials, and even animals for pets or livestock are sold here. 

    The sun has already disappeared behind the buildings, and oil lamps are brightly illuminating the bazaar. Whereas in other towns activity would die down around this time, the capital seems to be only getting started. 

    I had the presence of mind to make Hestia wear a headscarf to hide her silver hair. It also covers her face a little, and only those who come very close to her notice her fair skin and red eyes. Luckily, the flow of people doesn't allow for those who realize that something's special about her to stop and make a scene. But more than a few have already stared at the both of us in surprise. 

    Along the way, Jalil speaks to owners of temporary stalls that sell wares on the expensive end of the scale and asks them which inn is the most luxurious. The sailors didn't have any knowledge about it because none of them have the money to afford such a lifestyle. But I have to praise our guide for his quick thinking; those merchants most likely came from far away to stay in this city for a while until their merchandise has been sold. Some of them have several slaves working for them at the same time, so they must be rather wealthy.  

    Soon, we leave the bazaar and enter a broad dirt street where donkey-drawn carts travel alongside people. I would have thought that camels are a staple here, but it seems they're only ridden in the desert and stay on the outskirts of this city. Horses are a rarity only few can afford, and seem to be used mostly by guards in uniform scale armor. 

    As expected of any large city, there are the less fortunate, amputees, and street kids. Even though my clothes look quite shabby, considering I collected them from a dump, they surround me and ask for alms. I think it's because they see me holding Hestia's chain. And anybody who can afford a slave this beautiful must be very wealthy - or so goes their reasoning.  

    Pulling out a bag of money from inside my clothes, I grab a handful from it and throw it behind me. The crowd of orphans and poor come down on the coins like a flock of pigeons scrambling to get a bread crumb. Jalil stares at me like I'm a madwoman; among the alms I just gave out were several gold coins.  

    Speaking of gold, the currency in this nation isn't just made of a single denomination. I haven't paid attention to the contents of the leather pouches because I didn't need to before, but Jalil informed me about the three kinds of coins that the currency of this nation - called 'dhakka' in the Khurut language - consists of. 

    They are nohason, fidiyaton, and the dhahaba I already know from the auction for Hestia - copper, silver, and gold. Unlike what is usually the case in fantasy currencies where each denomination is always a multiple of ten of the one below it - be it a hundred or ten - this nation has a peculiar exchange rate. Twelve nohason copper coins make up one fidiyaton silver coin, and twenty-five fidiyaton are one dhahaba gold coin. 

    When the kids and adults alike start to seriously fight over the money, I feel a shiver of excitement run up my spine. Just like how I revel in terror and fear, seeing these lesser life forms go at each other's throats for mere money does provide me with pleasure and entertainment. 

    Wait, did I really just think that? I blink a few times and shake my head. Before I can consider trying to break them up, guards converge on our location. I don't need this right now, so I turn around, pull Hestia along, and walk away at an unsuspicious pace. 

    I've never felt inclined to either side of the sadism or masochism spectrum, but ever since I gained this body, dark and sadistic urges have begun surfacing. In my previous life, I disliked seeing people argue, let alone become physical. But just now, I wished for what was already a fierce fight to escalate into bloodshed. Between children no less. 

     We walk into an alleyway with Jalil following closely behind us. When we're away from the flow of people, I calm down and think about things for a moment. I've noticed changes in my psyche due to my body before, but it's been a while since I discovered a new aspect such as this one. Reveling in terror and suffering of the vile and evil is one thing, but hoping for innocent people to tear each other up is a whole different matter. 

    Suddenly, a shadow falls over me, and I turn around. The entrance to the alleyway has been blocked by a large man one head taller than me. There are two smaller men on the opposite side, barring our only other way out of here. 

    Jalil begins to talk to them frantically while pointing at me. He looks almost desperate, and he's either asking them to help him get away from me - even though I treated him so well this far - or he's telling them not to meddle with me. 

    When the thugs look at me, raise their eyebrows, and then start laughing, I know it's the latter. They gesture at our guide to go away and turn to Hestia and me with evil grins. They must have noticed my overly generous donation to the poor as well as the quality of the slave I have collared and thought that a girl like me is an easy target. 

    "What did you tell them, Jalil?" I turn to him and ask with an eyebrow raised. It's just to intimidate him a little, as I enjoy snacking on his fear every so often. 

    "I tell them leave you alone. You kill them when angry." He explains himself while shaking in fear. My question may have led him to believe that I think he's the one who hired these men. 

    "Oh no, not angry." I peek past the big thug to see if anybody is paying attention to this. But the Not-My-Problem Effect prevalent in places with large crowds is active here as well, and people don't even glance our way. "Tell them that I kill when I feel like it." 

    Doing as he's told, Jalil quickly interprets what I just told him. The men are stunned for a moment but proceed to laugh even louder than before. I join them, and even Hestia begins to chuckle in her clear voice.  

    It takes a while for the first of the three men to notice that we're laughing instead of being intimidated. He grows nervous and points at me while asking something in an unfriendly tone. That's when the other two stop laughing as well and stare at me, as I continue to enjoy myself alongside the fallen angel. 

    "I don't understand." Finally, I shrug and respond to the thug in the alley before turning around to the big one blocking the exit to the main street. "Stay there. That's perfect." 

    With these words, my left arm whips around in the direction of the two thugs and splits down the middle mid-flight. Two heads are sent flying at the same time by the bone blades that have formed out of my fingers. 

    "Medha?!" The large man takes a step back and exclaims when he sees the bodies of his companions hit the floor. But before he can even comprehend what happened, I throw my right arm around and stab him in the center of the chest. 

    But I don't stop there and form a hand inside him, which digs all the way through to his spine. Grabbing it with my hand to prop him up so that he stays standing. His body convulses from the pain and having his spinal cord pulled on, as I move him deeper into the alleyway. He'll keep providing visual cover for us while I clean up the other two. 

    Jalil has fallen onto his bottom and is shaking like a leaf, most likely getting flashbacks to the scene from hell I turned the underground slave bar into. On the ship, he told me that he witnessed it from a crack in the door and ran away then, just as I had suspected. 

    Hestia brings a finger to her lips and shushes him with a lovely smile before he can start screaming. At the sight of her acceptance for my methods, something inside me churns. If I cared less about things than I already did, I'd push her against the wall, undress her, and do the deed right there. 

    But I remember that I didn't want to stand out in this city until I can learn more about the magic that the shaman caste is capable of. The rain of money was already pretty flashy and dumb, but having sex out in the open in a nation that seems to be even more prude than the kingdom would be far more counterproductive. Least of all if it's at the scene of a triple homicide. 

    Yep, the big thug has stopped moving by now, and a sizeable pool of blood has formed at his feet. People will soon notice, so I need to finish this quickly. 

    My left hand turns into a giant maw that swallows the two headless thugs whole. Then that same arm grows longer and snatches up the two heads that fell a small distance away. Quite a bit of blood has splattered across the ground and walls, but it's dark enough that people won't notice those stains in passing for the time being. 

    Now only the big one is left. I burrow my tentacles inside the dead man's body and move his legs for him manually. This way, we can retreat deeper into the alleyway while making it look like he's walking on his own. Along the way, I pull Jalil up by the collar and carry him for the few steps to the bend to another, even narrower alley. 

    Leaving behind only blood, we disappear into the night. 

      

    "Stay here. I'll go out and take a look around the city." I tell Hestia and Jalil to remain in the inn he found for us. It's quite luxurious and expensive, but I had him get us two separate rooms. The leather pouches filled with money inside my body have barely decreased in number even though I haven't paid much attention whenever I used them.  

    "Please do not leave me alone." Hestia clings to me, but I pet her hair, still wet from the bath we just took together. 

    "This place is safe. And I know you can take care of yourself. Sleep now, and I'll be back by your side when you wake up." Kissing her forehead and caressing her cheek lovingly, I whisper assurances that I'm not abandoning her. "If anything happens to her, I'll have your head, Jalil." 

    "I protect with my life." Standing straight like an arrow flies, our guide turned temporary bodyguard promises with an almost zealous undertone in his voice. He may have forgotten how cruel I can be over the past week we've been traveling together, but my little show of force in the alleyway earlier reminded him of what I'm capable of. 

    When Hestia is finally willing to let me go, I leave the room through the window instead of the front door. While I pull myself up onto the roof and survey my surroundings, I'm reminded of a certain game about a hooded assassin I played sometime in my previous life. 

    It's a waning moon so the night isn't well-illuminated. One after another, lights go out in the houses as the city goes to sleep. The majority of citizens has already put out their lamps the moment the sun went down to save oil or candle wax, but those who could afford it or had things to finish finally rest now as well. The city grows quieter by the minute, and that's the perfect opportunity for me to take a look around. 

    My first target is the nearest guard tower. There are many such narrow towers in this city, and in each one of them burns a flame to signal that the watchers are active. I could easily transform into Hestia's template and fly, but too many people might see me then. 

    And when a guard spots me, this city will be put on alert. Qusantinah is essentially the same as Kongenssoevn, only that a religious institution stands in place of the Royal Academy. I don't know how powerful the mages in this nation are, so I don't want to risk stirring the hornets' nest. 

    Before I have more intel, I'll have to keep a low profile. Making thugs whose companions can't report to the authorities disappear in dark alleyways is one thing, but killing ordinary citizens or even guards are both counterproductive to achieving that purpose. 

    Thus, I fulfill one of my longtime desires of running and jumping across rooftops like a ninja, even if it's set to the backdrop of a medieval Middle Eastern city rather than a Sengoku period Japanese one. I've started shutting off my sense of temperature whenever convenient, but for this moment, I activate it to feel the cool night breeze in my hair as I speed across the flat rooftops of the clay and limestone houses. 

    Suddenly, I hear someone shout. I look around to find that a patrolling duo of guards has spotted me from the streets. Changing directions immediately, I hop across the chasm of an alleyway and lie flat on my belly. Listening to the ongoing yelling coming from below, I wait to see if they lost my trail. 

    Eventually, the voices grow more distant, but I spot several people peering down at the city from atop the watchtower in search of me. Unlike in games, they won't just forget an encounter with somebody suspicious when enough time has passed. That means I'll have to go for a tower a little farther away from the one I've been aiming at. 

    It doesn't matter; I have all night since I don't sleep. And the guards will eventually get tired of searching what may have been just a trick of the light. Just like in games, they will just forget an encounter with somebody suspicious when enough time has passed. 

    Once again, I speed across the rooftops, but make sure to stay far enough away from the edges to not be seen from the streets. I'm not wearing my red cloak and instead have my body painted the color of the limestone I'm walking across. That should mask me against looks from above too. 

    Finally, I reach the base of one of the towers. There's a door, but it's locked from the inside. Of course, I wouldn't use it even if it were open as I could run into somebody descending the stairs inside. Instead, I grow hooked claws on my fingers, make myself as light as I can, and start climbing the exterior wall. There are plenty of grooves and unevenly placed bricks for me to use, so it's an easy affair. 

    As I approach the top, I look down to see that I'm pretty high up. Luckily, I got over my fear of heights, or this would have been a moment for me to panic. Then I hear a sound from above and quickly flatten myself against the wall. 

    A guard appears a few meters above me and scans the city below. But he doesn't sound the alarm, so he didn't see me. Doesn't the saying go that it's darkest under the lighthouse? Somebody in his high tower would never think about looking right under the crenellations, and nope, he just peeked straight down. 

    "Almutatafilu!" He screams while aiming his bow at me. It's an awkward angle, so his shot misses. But his yelling is picked up by others below us, and I see guards converging on my location. 

    What's going on in this city? Why are the guards actually competent?! 

    Swinging around on my clawed hands, I quickly get on the other side of the tower in hopes to climb up from there and make it to the top of it anyway. Even if I can get in at least a quick scan of the surroundings, I won't have wasted my time with this. But a spear suddenly pierces my shoulder, and I let go from the surprise. 

    I transform into Hestia's template and catch myself just before I impact the rooftop right below the tower. Pulling the wings back inside my body, I roll across the ground and jump down a crevice into a dark alleyway. 

    The shouting continues as footsteps approach my location. They aren't just competent, they're way too good for faceless goons! Then again, I should stop thinking about this as a game. I've been in several situations where what would usually be considered unimportant characters in a work of literary fiction turned out differently than what I expected. I'm not in one of those light novels from my past life, and this is reality with real people. 

    Torches appear on both sides of the alleyway, and I find myself boxed in. To make matters worse, I hear people on the rooftops above as well. They got me completely surrounded and are approaching carefully, knowing that I'm most likely still alive. 

    Huddling behind abandoned crates and piles of discarded plywood, I think hard about how to get out of here without killing anybody or revealing my transformation abilities. If I don't manage to do that, the city will remain on high alert for a long time, and I won't be able to move as easily as I'd want to. 

    Then I guess it's time for me to test my limits once again. The only times I've been smaller than my current shape were when I got ripped apart in my very first teleportation and when Aldebrand burst out from inside me. Both times, my mass was reduced so much that I couldn't turn into my usual size. But I can become as thin as cardboard - or a bodysuit for Hestia - so I should be able to do this too. 

    Pulling my mass inside me, I concentrate on reducing my size. Shrinking unevenly, my extremities retract into my body first. It's a pretty sickening feeling, but I switch off my sensations and continue as quickly as I can without collapsing on myself. I've considered the possibility that the inside of my body is another dimension, so I have to make sure not to disappear into it completely. 

    Finally, I'm done and view the world from below. I've turned into a mouse, the one thing that should be overabundant anywhere in the world without causing any suspicions in the guards. But before I use this disguise, I first look for a place I can disappear under in case they would want to stomp on me. 

    "Ayna dhahabu?" A few guards pass me by, and they meet in the center of the alleyway, where they raise their voices in wonder. It's obvious that they're asking each other where I went, but none will even consider the possibility that I became a mouse. 

    After a short debate, they disperse again and continue their search elsewhere. For the time being, it's best if I don't transform back into a human and return to the inn as I am. Staying in the shadows and near the walls, I should be able to get past anybody. 

    With these thoughts, I exit the alleyway and look both ways. The soldiers are still walking around the streets searching for where I fell, but they're slowly moving away from my location. This should be pretty easy then. 

    "Meow." 

    I hear that dreadful sound from above and lift my head. A cat is staring at me from atop a barrel, body prone, and ready to pounce. 

    "Good kitty." I squeak. 

    Then I turn around and run. But a giant paw comes down on me and squishes my body into the dust before I can even go half a meter. Struggling with all I have, I try to squeeze myself out of the cat's grasp, but at this size, I can't muster any strength at all. I never knew small animals felt this helpless against predators. 

    But luckily, I'm not stuck being a small animal. There are no soldiers around to witness me, so I burst out into tentacles and slap the cat across the head with one. It mews in surprise and hops back, but when it sees what its easy prey turned into, it scrambles away in terror. 

    Pulling myself back together, I turn into a copy of the cat this time. At least this way I won't be meeting any obstacles such as the one just now again.





   



 Chapter 56 - The 6th Day 

      

      

    By the time I reach the inn, back in my human appearance, I'm completely exhausted, and the sun is rising. I was chased by a dog, so I turned into one to avoid the same fate - only to meet an angry goat that attacked me with its horns. When I became a goat, a man came and tried to catch me, so I ran and transformed into a camel once out of sight. At that time, I thought nobody would mess with a large animal like that, only to be proven wrong when a guard's horse kicked me in the side for getting too close to it. 

    At one point, I got out of this series of unfortunate events by disguising myself as a human, only to discover that I was lost. Luckily, I could use the vularen nose to retrace my steps, and after a long and fruitless odyssey through the night, I found my way to the inn.  

    "Welcome back." Hestia greets me with a smile as I enter our room. Judging by her bed hair, it seems she did indeed sleep and woke up when I opened the door. 

    Walking over to the fallen angel, I fall into her breasts face-first and push her back down into the sheets. Her heartbeat races when she thinks that I want to do something sensual right now, but when I don't move, she calms down. 

    "What happened?" Asking in a caring tone, Hestia puts a hand on my back. 

    "I was bullied all night long." I speak with my face still buried in her bosom. "Not the fun kind." 

    "Who dared to bully you, Chloe?!" She asks with anger in her voice. "I will erase their existence from this world." 

    "Calm down. It was my own fault for underestimating the wit of humans." Separating from her chest, I push myself up and look into Hestia's crimson eyes. "And the food-chain is scary." 

    "Huh?" The angel girl blinks in confusion, but I don't feel like explaining my shame. 

    "To get over my frustration, we'll be going on a date today." Peering down at the beauty lying sprawled out on the sheets under me, I announce with a smile. She lifts her hands to my cheeks, but I lower myself between them and touch my lips with hers. Her neglected arms embrace me and keep me in place as we share a long and passionate kiss. 

      

    "Why are you here?" I ask Jalil, who follows a few steps behind us.  

    "You tell me to." He replies, fearful of my sudden grumpiness. 

    "I know. It was a rhetorical question." I was the one who asked him to come because I wouldn't even be able to order any food without him interpreting for me. But his presence ruins our date just as much as the onlookers do. Normally, I wouldn't be bothered by such small things, but I'm feeling self-conscious after my failures last night. 

    "I do not mind." Hestia clings to my arm and thoroughly enjoys being with me on a day that for once doesn't serve any other purpose than to enjoy ourselves. 

    It's been over a week since we were swept to this nation, and without a day off, we'll suffer from burnout. At least I know I will, as someone who's used to the seven-day week, Saturday track and field training, and Sundays off. It didn't help me get out of that inner rhythm when I got back into it in the academy. 

    Maybe not sleeping for a single night since coming here is taking its toll on me after all, but I promised not to rest before I got back to Kamii. Taking one day off technically constitutes as resting, but Hestia really does need this. I may be deluding myself, though. 

    After our sumptuous breakfast at the inn, we walked around the bazaar and found ourselves new clothes. While I don't care much about fashion and only need an outfit that's easy to move in - my birthday suit doesn't count when I'm in a city of humans - the angel girl does like beautiful dresses. 

    Everybody stared at us when I let her, a chained slave in their eyes, pick her own clothes. They must have been wondering why a master would give her any freedom of choice instead of deciding for her. And why that master still wore a dusty old cloak over the new outfit. 

    Luckily, Jalil found us a backstreet restaurant like the one we visited in Moqadis. I'm sure any expensive establishment wouldn't allow me to seat a slave on the same level as the other customers, but I wouldn't have it any other way. 

    Just by walking around with Hestia like this for half a day, the urge to destroy this city and its slavery-centric culture festered and grew inside me. But when we come upon the slave trading area after lunch, the feeling becomes overwhelming. 

    It's an open square under broad daylight and arranged like a farmer's market. People of many walks of life are browsing the merchandise, and traders display them on platforms or inside cages. If I didn't need to maintain my being in this city a secret, I wouldn't hesitate to break up this party. But I swear in my heart that if I get the chance, I'll come back here and do it someday. 

    Why do humans do such things to each other? 

    Against all expectations, there are no non-humans on display. In a nation where slavery is still legal, demi-humans like elves or dwarves and maybe even captured demons wouldn't feel out of place. But what they lack in racial variety, they have in the age department; there are slaves ranging from children around four years old to men with gray hair and beards. 

    The latter may be employed as home tutors, but I don't even want to think about what the former are used for. Yet, I can't get rid of that thought because many of the stalls with children in their inventory are quite obviously in the sex trade. 

    Suppressing the urge to let go of my reason and lay waste to this place, I think about Kamii to calm down. But it doesn't help that I'm reminded of the state I first found her in inside that cage. 

    "Chloe?" Hestia squeezes my arm and pulls me back from the brink. "Is everything alright?" 

    "No, it's nothing. Sorry." At some point, my expression must have become filled with hatred. Relaxing my face, I focus on the feeling of her breasts pressed against my arm and glance over my shoulder. Jalil is shivering in his boots, having sensed my seething rage. 

    I have to commend him for not trying to run away, but I doubt it's because he's loyal or courageous. My threat that I would find and kill him if he ever tried to escape is doubtlessly still ingrained in his memories and binding his feet. 

    Pulling my hood deeper into my face so that I have a smaller field of view, we quickly leave the market behind. All along the way, I make sure to avoid eye contact with anybody so that I don't draw the attention of a trader. If one had stopped me and presented me a child for sale, I would have exploded on the spot. 

    With the slave market a decent distance away from us, I stop to sit on a bench by the roadside and take a few breathers. Hestia wordlessly sits down beside me and looks at my face with a concerned expression. 

    "Did something happen back there?" She asks with a worried expression. 

    "The market." I reply tersely, but it begins to dawn on her. During our time in the academy, she learned about how I met Kamii and what my view on slavery is. 

    "Could you not buy the slaves and free them?" Hestia asks, not grasping the fundamental issue with such a course of actions. She may think that her father has done a charitable deed - all his immoral actions notwithstanding - by buying and then freeing Dregana. But by feeding money into the evil system that is slavery, he only helped perpetuate it. 

    "No. The vulnerable ones would only get kidnapped and returned to slavery again." I reply with a grim look. I'm not so naïve to think that my actions alone could change anything about this nation. All I can do by killing all the slave traders I meet and free their merchandise is to apply a small band-aid on a gaping cut. "I'll deal with this when I have more power."  

    The path of power will be an even harder one. I aim to become the crown princess of the Dominion and move Maou-mama to subjugate all human nations. When that is achieved, I can ask her to make laws to abolish slavery. But that's still something in the somewhat distant future, and my current aim is a very personal matter. 

    I can only turn a blind eye to the things I can't change, or they will drive me insane. 

    "Sorry to put a dampener on the mood. This was supposed to be a date on a day off." Standing up and apologizing, I extend a hand to Hestia to help her up. "Let's continue." 

    "Do not worry about it. Your brooding face is also charming." Taking the offered hand, she gets up from the bench and looks me in the eyes with a gentle smile. "And I believe in you, Chloe." 

    "Thank you." I pet her hair and return the smile. She doesn't know that I'm the daughter of the demon queen yet, but she may have sensed something from my behavior. 

    We walk down a wide street that leads us towards an impressive building shaped like a fortress. There's a steady stream of people going in and out of it, passing through the open but closely guarded steel gates. Maybe this is a library or a museum and could be worth a look. When thinking of dates, the latter is a place that could pop up, especially when the city is lacking commodities from my previous life, such as karaoke bars or amusement parks. 

    But when we approach the place, Jalil passes us by and stands in our way.  

    "Qaat Al-Arruwa, women not allowed." He explains quickly, in fear that I'd punish him for daring to stop me. 

    "Oh, this is it?" I glance past him and take a peek inside the Hall of Spirits, to find that the walls are intricately decorated with what I assume to be hieroglyphs. They look different from the written language of this nation, which I've seen plenty of by now, so this temple must be from another age. "I thought it was hard to get inside for the general populace." 

    "People only go into prayer halls. Al-Arruwa Altabahaqi live deeper inside. Qaat Al-Arruwa very big." Jalil explains when he notices my surprise. 

    "So it's no good, huh?" I sigh and take another peek inside the halls before turning away when a guard meets my eyes. He's frowning at my interest in a place only men are allowed to enter. 

    "You can go in." Hestia brings her lips close to my ear and whispers. She's referring to my ability to transform into a man. "I will wait here." 

    "Have you forgotten about this?" I lift my hand with the chain growing from my palm. Over the course of the day, she seems to have become used to being on a leash. Her wings have all the freedom in the world inside my pocket dimension of a stomach, so she didn't notice that they're being hidden even now. 

    "Oh." The currently wingless angel makes and blinks her eyes. 

    "Let's go have dinner. I'll come back tonight." Whispering into her ear, I put my arm around her and turn us away from the Hall of Spirits. "Sorry to leave you alone in the inn at night, but-" 

    "Yes, I understand. This is very important." Hestia gives me a knowing look filled with affection. She's perfect. "But when this is all over, will we be able to share a bed again?" 

    "Of course." I reply without hesitation. When this is all over, huh? 

    "Mahla!" Suddenly, one of the guards standing in front of the gates of the Qaat Al-Arruwa calls out to us. I turn around, to find that he's staring at me in surprise. "Limadha anthuna?" 

    "What is he saying?" I ask Jalil, who shifts his gaze between the guard and me in confusion. 

    "He ask why you here." He interprets for me, but that doesn't tell me much. I'm nowhere near the entrance, and there are women walking past us right now, so why am I getting singled out? 

    "Hal harabatmin Al-Harimul Sultanahten?" The guard tightly grips his halberd and walks toward us while asking this in an almost angry tone, and I notice that other guards are approaching from both sides of the street as well. 

    "He ask you run away from sultanah's harem?" Once again, Jalil interprets, but he grows even more confused - as do I. 

    Is there somebody who looks just like me in the sultanah's harem? But I basically only darkened my skin and turned my hair black to blend in; I didn't change anything about my facial structure, which is the one I had in my previous life. And that should be distinctly Japanese. 

    This has me intrigued. Even if it turns out to be a mistake, I'd like to meet someone who could be mistaken for me that was born in this world. However, what I do know about harems is that the people in them have no rights and are treated as property. They think I ran away, so I'll be brought back there in chains. 

    "Lha shaka fi dhelika, 'iina Fulanah." The first guard, now just a few steps away from us, says to another one. Judging by his tone, he seems to have confirmed something. 

    "He say you are Fulanah." Even when surrounded by men towering over him, Jalil still faithfully interprets for me. Goes to show that he fears me more than them. 

    Suddenly, one of the guards grabs him by the collar and raises his voice in accusation. I extend an arm toward him, but another pulls on my shoulder. Out of pure reflex, I deliver a backhanded strike to his chest, which sends him tumbling backward. Accompanied by screams, the people crowding the streets retreat and form a circle around us. 

    "Medha?!" Another guard points his halberd at me in surprise. I've blown our cover in less than a day. 

    "Tawaqafa!" I command while gesturing at the guard manhandling Jalil. It's one of the few words I learned from our guide during our stay on the ship, and it means stop. The men surrounding us turn to stare at me in surprise, and the one I addressed directly even lets go as I told him to. "Interpret for me, Jalil."  

    And I go on to tell the guards that I'll go with them if they leave my companions alone. Hestia protests, but I tell her that I have everything under control; I actually want to enter the palace and meet this Fulanah person whom I could be mistaken for. 

    "Don't worry. They can't hold me." I grin and wink, but she doesn't look convinced. 

    "No, that is not my concern." She says and points at her neck. 

    "Oh." Now it's my turn to forget that as long as we're in public, I can't take off her collar and chain. "Then tell them that she's going to come with me. She's my servant." 

    Jalil does as he's told, but his expression tells me he's thinking about the fact that I'm not ordering him to come along. Maybe he sees this as his way out of his servitude towards me, but I shoot him a knowing glance, and he flinches. He'll be waiting out here until I return.  

    Looking at each other for a moment, the guards think about my demands a bit. Then they turn to my interpreter and reply to him, as they've realized that I don't understand their language. After a short and more civilized exchange than before, Jalil turns to me again. 

    "Go now." He summarizes the contents of their conversation. 

    "Lead the way." Maintaining a regal attitude, I nod to the guards. 

      

    We were brought to a guard post where they locked us into a room with two men to keep watch. Soon after, an important-looking man with the face of a condescending toad came in and scrutinized me. If he hadn't been so professional in his attitude, I would have never let a person I didn't know stare at me from so up-close. But when he forced my mouth open to check my teeth, I still pushed him away. 

    Even after that, he confirmed that I'm this Fulanah person; it would seem we're practically doppelgangers. After my checkup, he proceeded to take a closer look at Hestia, who was still chained to me. With her, he didn't spend nearly as much time and only took note of her appearance with a more superficial approach. 

    I actually felt a little inadequate next to her when I considered the fact that we were being judged based on our looks, but I quickly pushed that thought aside. 

    More guards entered the room and guided us outside to a palanquin, which would carry us to the palace while unseen by the masses. 

      

    Despite being called the sultan's palace, the pyramid itself is just a monument without any rooms on the inside. The actual royal housings were built around it and stand separated from the city by a wall and a moat filled with precious water - and crocodiles. 

    The palanquin bearers weren't allowed to go any further inside and let us out at the gates to the harem buildings. There, a matron and a dozen female servants guided us to a room where they motioned to undress us. I guessed their motive from the fact that we were inside a large bathhouse and the pile of clothes they brought along. 

    But the chain is still connecting me to Hestia, and this isn't the time to reveal her secret just yet. Thus, I shooed them away so that we could do it on our own. The matron wrinkled her nose but was unexpectedly understanding - whatever she may have gleaned from our close relationship, with the angel girl sticking to me and never letting go, she may be right. She and the female servants stayed behind the folding screens while we got undressed and entered the pool-sized bath. 

    I made sure to keep the cover over Hestia's wings, and it was the right decision. Eventually, the matron peeked around the screen to signal us that we've taken long enough. She ordered the servants to help dry us off and fit the clothes they brought. 

    Judging by the dismissive attitude of the matron, I was sure they would throw out the new outfits we bought on our date, so I took them behind the folding screen and pulled them inside my storage space earlier.  

    It does cause a moment of confusion in the servants, but they eventually shrug it off as a mystery for another time. They get busy dressing us instead, and I can understand why the matron wants us to change. The harem dresses are adorned with plenty of gold and have far purer colors than those we got from the stores in the city. A part of me thinks that the latter have their own charm and look good on the angel girl nonetheless, which is why I kept them. 

    After the dressing session is done, and we're in our new clothes, the matron leads us into a nested room filled with furniture in shades of deep red. The color makes it clear what this place is used for, and the scantily clad women talking to each other, doing their hair or makeup, or just lounging around lazily are irrefutable evidence. 

    I look down at myself and wonder why I'm the only one wearing something far less risqué than they are. Hestia's outfit is barely hiding anything, but being by my side is giving her the self-confidence to strut her stuff. I find that incredibly hot, while envy about her naturally good looks does creep up in my mind. I suppress that feeling and peer across the girls in the room. 

    The person my eyes get caught on is sitting at the window alone, looking out over the palace garden with their back turned to us. She's wearing a light blue dress that looks more like a dancer's than one of the harem girls' outfits - much like mine. There are ornamental golden bracers around her upper and forearms, and gold medallions adorn her belt. But the reason for my interest in her is none of those; it's that her hair and stature are just like mine. That must be Fulanah. 

    I walk over to her with Hestia in tow. Along the way, I notice all eyes resting on me, with some round like saucers. They must be surprised at my resemblance to the girl I'm approaching, as they repeatedly look over to her and then back to me. 

    "Fulanah?" I try calling out to her, and she turns around. When I see her face, my mind goes blank for a moment. 

    It seems the same is true for her. 

    She's a perfect copy of me, down to the imperfections on her face, which I've seen in the mirror every morning and evening since I can remember. I didn't change anything about it from what I looked like in my previous life aside from the coloring of my hair and skin tone when I transformed to blend in among the people of the Kingdom of Lares. But now our dark skin is exactly the same, too. 

    "Huh?" Her eyes widen when she sees me, and it's clear that I'm not the only one feeling like I'm staring into a mirror that isn't doing its job correctly. 

    "Who are you?!" I point at her at the same time as she does at me, and our voices overlap perfectly. 

    "Do you speak Japanese?" The two of us ask each other in Japanese with perfect timing once again, then we both raise our eyebrows as if the world is trying to correct its earlier mistake of producing a broken mirror. Only that we both raised it on the same side, and thus not as a mirror image would. 

    "Wait!" I lift my hand and put a stop to this developing loop. "You're very clearly me. But... who are you?" 

    "That's my line. Who are you?" The other me returns my question and continues the loop I tried to break just now. 

    "If you're me, you should know that we're repeating each other." I don't answer and instead, try to make the other me realize that we're getting nowhere. 

    "You're repeating after me! I asked you first." But as stubborn as I am, she doesn't let up. 

    "Not at all! I asked you first." And as stubborn as she is, I don't let up. 

    "Wait! You're very clearly me." Now it's Fulanah's turn to try breaking this loop we found ourselves in once again. "But who are you?" 

    "This is going nowhere!" After a brief thinking pause, both of us say in unison once again. Then we switch gears and start introducing ourselves at the exact same time. "Alright, I'm Kuroe Makoto. I was a second-year high school student, a track and field ace if I may say so myself, and somehow died and got reincarnated into this fantasy world. Argh!"  

    How can there be a copy of me around? Or am I the copy? Are we both just copies of another being that is actually Kuroe Makoto? 

    We look each other in the eyes, realizing that the other thought the exact same things just now. Sighing, we calm down and dig around in our memories silently. 

    Then it comes to me. The transportation accident, when Maou-mama tried to teleport us to the Blood Pits of Rodens but instead sent me to Yagrath. Along the way, I was ripped apart, and most notably, everything from my abdomen down disappeared into the violent stream of light. 

    "You're my lower half!" I point at Fulanah as the epiphany strikes me. 

    "Huh?" She stares at me and blinks. "Are you saying that I'm not really you?" 

    "Oh no, we've pretty much established that you are." Shaking my head, I point at myself. "But I'm absolutely certain that I'm the upper body, the part that was left after the teleportation accident." 

    "I see..." Fulanah becomes quiet and thinks about the matter for a bit. "What was your earliest memory from after the teleportation?" 

    "Well, I was drifting in that storm without arms and legs for a little before I returned to real space and went splat against a rock." I explain the unpleasant experience of having my pristine human face turn into something that would have to be hidden by mosaic on television. It's bad enough that my real face is like that already. 

    "Then you're the original." Lowering her gaze, she replies. "Because I don't even remember the moment when I returned to real space. I woke up in the middle of the desert, not knowing how much time had passed." 

    She then proceeds to relate the story that led up to this moment, starting with the last thing she can remember: Maou-mama, whom she only calls the demon queen, sending her through the transportation circle. Her memory cut out the moment she was ripped from my body. 
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    The next time she regained her consciousness, she was at the edge of a small oasis in the middle of a seemingly endless desert. Even though she was naked, her skin was perfectly fine under the scorching sun shining down on her. There was no physical discomfort, but a strange feeling of incompleteness nagged at the back of her head. 

    She found piles of animal bones all around the oasis, but no living beings were near her. When she tried to undo her transformation, it worked; she turned into the towering figure of a Crawling Chaos that she remembered waking up as in the demon castle. 

    At that point, she still believed it was a dream, and that being sent to that place was part of the training the demon queen had talked about. 

      

    Thirty-seven days at the oasis, with only the occasional scorpion or desert mouse to eat, taught her that this was her new reality. And she also realized this was not part of the training and that the demon queen had abandoned her. 

    With even the scarce meals turning scarcer, she decided to stop waiting and find a way back on her own. Siphoning the all the water from the oasis, she left it for dead and departed on an uncertain journey through the sheer endless desert. 

      

    More than thirty days later, ready to give up on life itself as her hunger grew unbearable, she finally saw the glittering lights of waves reflecting the sunlight in the far distance. Stumbling and rolling across the dunes, she made her way there as fast as she could, ignoring the rumbling inside the depths of her unfathomable body. 

    The life-giving river created a belt of greenery on each side of its shores. Birds were catching fish from the water, and a herd of large mammals resembling lean hippopotamuses was submerged up to their ears to avoid the midday heat. 

    She had no hesitations and burst out into her real form. Her body had already suffered from the lack of food for the longest time and turned skinny, almost skeletal. But salvation was right before her, as she latched onto the animals and devoured them one after another, not letting one of them escape from her clutches. 

    Their powerful jaws and thick skin were useless against the primordial force that is a Crawling Chaos suffering from cosmic hunger. 

      

    Once done with her feast and no more living beings were nearby, she regained her senses and decided to follow the river downstream. Back in her human form, she traveled many days before finally reaching civilization. 

    It was a walled town, and from afar, she could see that the guards on the walls and at the gates were humans. In other words, the demon queen had really abandoned her and left her to die in this desert, located in human territory. At the time, she was still wondering why.  

    When she entered the city, her nakedness covered in skins and furs of the animals she ate along the way, she realized that this world wasn't such a convenient place. While the language the demons spoke was not Japanese, she had no problem understanding them and speaking it herself. But the humans spoke in a tongue that didn't get automatically translated. 

    Furthermore, her light skin made her stick out among the people of this nation even further, garnering unwanted attention. Average citizens shunned her, children laughed at her wild appearance, but she was like an open invitation to the shady kind of people. 

    As expected, a group of six men surrounded her in an alleyway. They talked to her while staring at her body and licking their lips. It was clear what they wanted, but she no longer had any hesitations about committing murder after killing all those animals for her own survival.  

    In the end, she emerged from the alleyway in new clothes and a leather pouch filled with some money. She was lucky that one of the men was around her height, although the feeling of wearing somebody else's clothes didn't sit too well with her. The money would get her started on putting together her own wardrobe. 

      

    Days passed as she used up all the money gathered from the dead bodies of the thugs. All this time, she had no aim and only lived from one minute to the next. But a plan was forming in her mind; she would return to her mother and confront her about what she did to her. For that, she needed to know how to get back. 

    However, being unable to speak to anybody, she could only go about searching blindly. Even in her previous life, she had never been good at foreign languages, so without anybody helping her, this was too big a hurdle to overcome on her own. 

    After many ups and downs, she learned from somebody who could brokenly speak her language that if she traveled further downstream, she would reach the capital of the nation. It was a start. 

      

    What she had not learned was how far the capital was away. For the most part, she walked on her own two feet and stayed in the occasional villages and cities for a few days each. Even though she had learned that her new body was untiring, her spirit was always a hair's breadth away from breaking under the weight of her solitude and inability to speak to people. 

    It took her over two months to reach the capital. 

      

    "... and that's how I got here." My other self concludes her story. 

    "Nonono. You skipped the most important part." I rebut while waving my hand. Her making it to the capital is one thing, but ending up in the royal harem isn't something she can just handwave like that. 

    "Two Chloes... haaah... haaah..." Hestia lets out a hot breath that clearly indicates what she's thinking about even if she hadn't said a word. We were conversing in Japanese and eventually lost her attention, but now I know that she was daydreaming about us all this time. 

    "Not helping." I cast a sideways glance at her and say in annoyance. 

    "Who's that? She's really beautiful." Fulanah looks at the currently wingless angel and asks in Imperian, causing the latter to blush from the compliment given to her by a person who's pretty much me. 

    "Not now!" Holding a hand out into my other half's line of sight, I block her view on Hestia and return her attention to me. 

    "I didn't take me for a slave owner, though." Staring into my eyes, she frowns. 

    "It's not what you think. I'll explain later." Sighing, I rub my temples. I've gotten over the initial shock of seeing a doppelganger of myself, but it's all rushing back to me now. 

    Pretty much all doubts about her being me have been blown away by her story. But throughout it all, I've been paying attention to her every movement and understand now that the girl in front of me is a perfect copy of me not just in appearance but also in personality. Tiny quirks I know I have and find quite annoying - just not annoying enough to work on changing them - are ingrained into her gestures and manners. 

    We're both Kuroe Makoto, and even if she thinks that I'm the original while she's just a clone, I don't believe that's necessarily the case. My body was split into two equal pieces, and in my opinion, neither is a lesser person because of that. She was just unconscious for a while is all. After all, her memories from before the split are the exact same as mine. 

    "But I'm glad that she didn't abandon me." My other half suddenly mutters to herself, and tears appear in the corners of her eyes. The realization that it was all just an accident, and Maou-mama doesn't even know about her existence has finally dawned on her. "All this time, I thought I did something wrong." 

    "Is that really something to cry about?" I tilt my head and wonder. She's me, so maybe I would be crying as well if I had been in her shoes. 

    "You're right." Wiping her eyes, Fulanah puts on a confident smile. "I can work things out with her then." 

    "Before that, tell me the rest of the story." Sighing, I put a hand on my other half's shoulder and try to move the conversation along. I got pretty invested in her fate and can't help but wonder how she ended up in this place. 

    "We should do this another time." Fulanah turns her head slightly and signals me with her eyes. I glance around and realize that the entire harem is surrounding us, staring in confusion. It must seem like a mirror came to life and is now talking to the person that is reflected in it. "I kind of made them believe I was a mute."  

    "That's clever." I raise my eyebrows. "And when did you decide to turn your skin dark as well?" 

    "After the first town. I drew too much attention from all kinds of shady people. You?" She replies and returns the question. 

    "Same. But why blue eyes?" 

    "I saw some people from this nation with them, and it looked amazing. What's your reason?" 

    "Forgot to change them. I had them like this before I came here and didn't pay attention." The time I realized was when I looked in the bronze mirror last night, and at that point, it was already too late to change it since many had seen it. It's my sort of luck that it's not that rare for people to have blue eyes here. 

    "Where were you before this?" Fulanah tilts her head in wonder. "Did you arrive at the intended destination of the teleportation?" 

    "That's a story for another time." I feel bad for what she went through all on her own when I think back to my adventures with all the people I met. "Since we're already here, I'd love to meet the sultan." 

    "The sultanah. It's a she." She quickly corrects me. 

    "Oh." That's when I realize that she should like women just like I do and that she's surrounded by beautiful ones all day long. I thought the catch was that there was a man above them all, but now I learn that it's a lesbian harem! 

    "She'll come here soon. The sun has gone down." When she points outside the window, a gasp runs through the girls surrounding us, and they scatter. Some return to their alcoves and start picking out clothes, others fix their makeup or hair. "Yeah, it's always a scramble for her favor." 

    "And has she picked you before?" I ask with a suggestive grin. 

    "I'm her favorite." She replies with a similar expression, and I raise an eyebrow. It hurts to say this about myself, but I don't find many charms in me, and I definitely lose against everybody else here when it comes to the beauty department. 

    "Then I should be, too." Wiping away my self-deprecating thoughts, I joke around. "Think she'd want us both at once?" 

    "Oh, I just thought of something." Fulanah and I suddenly proclaim at the exact same moment. This is the chance for something I would have never even dared to imagine possible, although I have seen it in my dreams on more than one occasion, usually when stressed: Selfcest - an act of passion with oneself manifested in another body. 

    "Is my face as red as yours?" I ask my other half, and she nods with an impish smile. 

    "Wassala sultanah!" A woman in servant clothes announces from the door to the harem room, and everybody frantically finishes up what they were doing. Some aren't done with their makeup or hair and look to teeter on the verge of a mental breakdown because of that.  

    "Even I know that this is an announcement for the arrival of the sultanah." I cross my arms and state confidently. 

    "You're right. As expected of me; quick on the uptake." My other half praises me with a sarcastic expression - the very same I would have made if our roles had been reversed. Why am I hurting myself so? 

    Two servants dressed in outfits that look higher ranked than those I've seen so far walk in through the doorway first. Then comes a woman I can only describe as an Amazon; she towers over everybody else, with dark skin and bulging muscles that make her look like the statue of a goddess carved from obsidian. Many girls in the harem stare at her with the eyes of schoolgirls in love, and I glance sideways at my other half. 

    Is that the sultanah? I'm not in the least attracted to that bulky appearance of hers, so why would another me be? Are there some deeply-seated differences between us after all? 

    But Fulanah's expression tells me that she isn't interested in her either. Instead, she tilts her head as if to look past the giant woman. Then this must be a personal guard of the sultanah, who's hidden behind her huge frame.  

    The Amazon peers through the room with an expressionless gaze, her sharp dark brown eyes taking in everything that may be out of the ordinary. Of course, they stop on Hestia and me longer than anybody else, but it seems that she was informed about our presence already. 

    "Ayna hia Fulanah al okra?" A mischievous-sounding voice suddenly asks, and a girl in a white dress with plenty of golden ornaments peeks out from behind the bodyguard's hip. She has a relatively light complexion for a person of this nation, curly black hair, and hazel green eyes. But the fact that she's so small and petite is all I see.  

    "You're going to jail!" I point at my other half in accusation. 

    "Wait, that's only because Uzma is so tall!" She defends herself with this flimsy excuse. 

    "Tell that to the officer!" 

    "The age of consent in this nation is the first visit of Red Riding Hood!" 

    "Hey, 'visit of Red Riding Hood' is my invention! Oh, wait..." 

    "Chloe." Hestia tips on my shoulder, and I turn my head. But I stop halfway toward the angel girl because the black bodyguard has approached our location and is standing right in front of us. 

    "Fulanah speaks Imperian?" The little girl that is the sultanah pops her head out from behind her guard like before and asks in our language. Only when she's this close do I notice that she's slightly taller than Kamii. 

    Oh god. I'm going to jail. 

    No, Kamii just happens to have an appearance close to a human teenager at the apparent age at which frequently invites misunderstandings. As a dark elf, she's fully grown and capable of giving consent. She's completely legal, officer!  

    But I do have to admit that the sultanah only appeared so tiny because the closest thing to compare her to was somebody towering more than a head over me. She does put things into perspective, especially when looking at her from up close. 

    "Malika speaks my language?" My other half blinks her eyes in utter surprise. "Why did you never tell me?" 

    "I thought you were mute!" Puffing up her cheeks, the girl apparently named Malika complains. But then her lips widen into a grin that shows off a pointy snaggletooth, as she looks up at Fulanah. "But this is great. Now you can talk to me." 

    Then she spots me, and she does a double take; her eyes go round in bafflement and her jaw flaps open as she stares at me and then the other me again. 

    "Two Fulanah?" She mutters and tilts her head, which would be steaming from overload if this were a work of fiction. 

    "Two Chloe." Hestia repeats herself from earlier, even though it sounds like she's correcting Malika. Something else is steaming in her case. 

    "You are the slave the other Fulanah brought?" Pulled back by the angel girl speaking up, the sultanah closes her mouth and turns to eye her. "You are lovely, indeed. No makeup, all natural."  

    She scrutinizes Hestia's face and correctly analyzes that the latter doesn't use any aid to look as stunning as she always does. But I pride myself in the knowledge that she has terrible bed hair each morning, which requires some work before it's presentable. 

    "She's not a slave." I step in and explain. 

    "Chain." Malika points at the object in question, and I look down at it. Considering it's a part of my body, I eventually forgot about its existence. 

    "Maybe now is the time?" I sigh and look at Hestia, who understands what I mean. "Be ready." 

    "For what?" Both Fulanah and Malika ask in unison, the former in curiosity while the latter is a little wary. Uzma stirs behind her, thinking that we may be assassins who will try to strangle the sultanah with the chain - the only object we have on us that could be used as a weapon after everything else has been taken from us. If only she knew the truth about me. 

    "Greet a messenger of the gods!" I announce with a grand gesture and let out Hestia's wings from inside my pocket dimension by pulling off the fake chain and collar. 

    Uzma pulls Malika back as a precaution, just as the fallen angel's black wings spread out in their full glory and nearly knock over my other half. A murmur runs through the room, and harem girls and servants alike are awestruck by the extra limbs that seemed to come out of nowhere.  

    "Fata?" The sultanah asks, also awed by Hestia's complete appearance but less so than the others. She seems to have knowledge of the winged people. "But black feathers." 

    "A curiosity, isn't she?" I feel like a circus presenter. "And all mine." 

    Considering where we are, I make this fact very clear by putting my arm around Hestia's shoulder. The latter snuggles into my embrace with a content expression. 

    "Who are you?" Furrowing her brow, Malika asks in surprise. "You are not a commoner. Too self-confident." 

    "Why, thank you." I glance at my other half, to whom that kind of compliment doesn't apply. The difference between the two of us lies in how much we learned from Maou-mama before we were separated from her. I have some measure of regal bearing, which she lacks completely; she's still only a Japanese high school girl, albeit one who experienced some hardships even I haven't. "And you're right. I'm not a commoner." 

    "Then who?" Growing impatient, the sultanah asks once again. 

    "I would like to discuss this in a more private setting." Not letting myself get intimidated by her attitude, I glance around us. Once again, the harem has drawn closer to get a better look, even while they don't understand what we're talking about. 

    "You are lucky I am patient, and you have me interested." Giving me a feisty grin, Malika states and puts her hands on her hips. Then she lifts a hand and twirls a finger in the air. "Mas-hul al-fatih." 

    It takes a moment for her words to sink in, but when she begins to tap her foot in annoyance, the harem girls start clearing out the room. Within seconds, only the sultanah, Uzma, and the female servants that followed her are left. Of course, neither Hestia nor my other half moved. 

    "Tell me." Gesturing at me with her palms, Malika puts the ball in my side of the court. 

    "Do you know what Qashrad Al-Majnun means?" I ask her, trying to put it in a rhetorical tone of voice, but I don't really know myself. It's just what Hanif and Fayza called me in a reverent tone, so I assumed it was some kind of desert deity that can change its form. I'm also sure I butchered the pronunciation because the way I said it sounds quite off compared to what I remember. 

    "Al-Majnun?" Repeating it the way it's meant to be pronounced, the sultanah asks with an eyebrow raised. "You are a shard of the Great Deceiver?" 

    That doesn't sound like a being I'd like to be associated with. Could that be what people of this nation call the original Crawling Chaos that gave birth to Maou-mama? If that's the case, I definitely don't want to be associated with that. 

    "Indeed." I keep a poker face and state in a matter of fact tone. The die is cast, and I've already started down this road. Now I can only keep on going and deal with whatever comes my way when it does. "Watch." 

    My hair turns blonde, and my complexion lightens; I'm back in my academy days appearance. The resemblance between Fulanah and me is still uncanny, but we could no longer be mistaken for each other. 

    "Interesting." Malika scrutinizes me and mutters, sounding anything but interested. I think making Hestia's wings sprout out of nowhere set the bar too high for this revelation to make much of an impact. "Al-Majnun or any of his shards have not been seen in centuries. Why now?" 

    I feared that this entity would be as real as the gods of the Kingdom of Lares, and that seems to be the case. However, the fact that he wasn't seen for so long gives me a lot of wiggle room for my story. Provided she's telling the truth and not just testing my knowledge. 

    "I don't know." I reply with the truth, albeit in another sense than what I'm trying to convey. "I wasn't given any specific task. Only to travel the world as I see fit." 

    Judging by the sultanah's reaction in lifting an eyebrow but nothing else, she thinks it odd but doesn't find a hole in my story. At least I doubt she's the type that could keep a straight face if she thought she noticed something. 

    "Then, why are you here?" Malika asks and gestures at the premises we're conversing in. 

    "Because your soldiers grabbed me off the street." Once again, I speak the truth. If not for the fact that somebody recognized me in a case of mistaken identity due to an actual other me being in the palace, I would have never come here. Turning my head to glance at Fulanah, I do feel grateful for an opportunity like this though. 

    "As a shard of Al-Majnun, you should have been able to escape easily." This is clearly a test now, as the sultanah crosses her arms and awaits a satisfactory answer. I can't underestimate her for looking so young; she's probably an adult who only looks like a child as well. 

    Or my other half has some explaining to do. 

    "I could. But my companion couldn't, so I decided to come along." I gesture at Hestia, who has been listening to our exchange with a neutral expression. She doesn't want to risk exposing me by letting her surprise at my revelations show on her face. 

    "I see. What is she? I have never heard of a Fata with black wings." She looks at the fallen angel while asking this, instead of directing the question at me. Her eyes seem to be undressing her, but it doesn't feel lecherous at all. 

    "She is the first." As far as I know. 

    "Surely, you had your hands in that." Showing off her snaggletooth in a wry smile, Malika displays her keen insight. I'm almost certain now that she's older than she looks. 

    "I won't deny that." I shrug to signal that she won't get more about this topic out of me. 

    "Then tell me, what is Fulanah?" Malika turns her gaze to my other half, who has been listening to my story with deep interest but is surprised at being addressed so suddenly. 

    "She's a part of me, as I'm a part of her." I purposefully make it sound poetic to appear more mystical. "We were separated after our birth." 

    "That is very interesting." Looking me up and down once more as if to see through any possible disguise I may be wearing, she relaxes her body a little. "But tell me, what are you really doing here, demon?" 

    I have the craziest sense of déjà vu right now. 

    Did I go wrong somewhere? Was it something I said, or do people in power have some cheat ability to see through my disguises? Thorvald did it after talking to me for a few minutes, and now Malika did the same, even though people I've been living with for months weren't able to tell despite me letting down my guard around them from time to time. 

    "Too bad." I shrug, and before anybody can react, I lift my arm and spread it out into countless tentacles, which grab the sultanah and pull her toward me. 

    Uzma reacts instantly and puts her hand on the scimitar dangling from her sash, but I just as quickly turn my still human hand into a spike and wordlessly bring it up to Malika's throat. The bodyguard freezes at the sight and slowly lets go of the sword she was just about to draw. 

    "You show your true face, demon." The sultanah growls. 

    "My dear, you wouldn't like it if I really showed my true face." Whispering into her ear, I remark sarcastically. "Tell your servants and your guard to leave the room." 

    "So you can violate and kill me? I would rather die during an attempt at being rescued by them." Speaking in a prideful tone, my hostage doesn't seem to understand what it means to be a hostage. 

    "First of all, I don't want to violate you, even if I have to admit that you're pretty cute." I clear up her misconception about my intentions, then continue. "And you would rather wait to get rescued than try to escape yourself? What about all the people who are going to die when they attempt to free you?"  

    "That is what it means to be a ruler." Malika replies in a matter of fact tone. 

    "A sheltered girl, huh?" I squeeze her body with my tentacles and turn her around to face me. Glaring into her eyes, I speak in a low and menacing tone. "You think everything revolves around you?" 

    "That is... what it means to be a ruler." She presses out between her teeth and repeats herself. Her expression surprises me; I expected that she would be scared or arrogant, but her gaze tells me that she understands the burden of those who live upon the sacrifices of others. 

    "I see. I'm sorry to have misjudged you." Apologizing, I loosen the restraints on her body a little. "I don't want this to end in bloodshed. We only need information, then we'll leave this nation and never come back." 

    "Why should I trust what a demon says?" As if disregarding her position as my hostage, Malika doesn't waver and stands her ground. 

    "I don't care if you trust me or not. But it's your decision whether to give me what I want now or to find out to what lengths I'm willing to go to get it anyway." I bring my face close to hers and say as if I'm debating whether to watch a movie or go for a walk in the park. "Next time, ask what it is that I want first instead of grandstanding." 

    "Do what she says. When she gets mad, people die." Hestia leans on my shoulder and breathes in an aroused tone as if talking about my skills in bed. She clearly loves my power plays, and I can't fault her for that; I love them myself, even if I'm bluffing right now. 

    Malika's expression tells me that she'll remain defiant unless I show her something concrete though. At the same time, I know that one or two people close to her getting killed would only increase her steadfastness. And I don't really want to murder people who haven't done anything evil that I know of. Slaughtering a bar full of slave owners is one thing, but taking lives just for the sake of making a point to somebody - I'm not that ruthless just yet. 

    But she doesn't know that. 

    "Sultanah, I know you care about your people." I separate from her and glance at Uzma, whose body is tense like a spring, waiting for any kind of opening I may show. "So I'll give you one more thing in return for telling me what I want to know, on top of leaving and never coming back. I won't turn this city into a sea of flames. Ignis." 

    Above my outstretched palm, a small ball of fire appears. Both Malika and her bodyguard flinch at the sight of the flame. Magic is reserved to men in this nation, so neither of the two should know any. The former is the sultanah, so I assume she has at least seen some, but me casting it should drive home how real my threat is. Even if it isn't. 

    "Wow, you're pretty evil, sister." Fulanah comments with a whistle. 

    "I have a reason for doing this. I'll tell you later." I don't feel that what I'm doing is evil in the least. Kamii is my top priority, and anything and anybody along the way will either aid me, get out of the way, or be disposed of as the obstacle it tried to be. 

    "You're a monster." Malika spits what she thinks is an insult in my face. My lips curl up into a wide smile. 

    "You have no idea." 

    





   



 Chapter 58 - The Shaman Caste 

      

      

    "Damn." I furiously rip the ornamental harem outfit off of my body while walking out of the palace with Hestia and Fulanah in tow.  

    "Maybe it was a lie, though." Hestia tries to appease my anger while stretching her wings. We're no longer in need of hiding our identities, so I'm not keeping her on a leash anymore. 

    "Well, we are checking it out with that hope in mind, so yeah." Pulling the red cloak out of my chest, I drape myself in it once again, feeling much readier to do anything to return to the Royal Academy than I did while in fancy clothing.  

    "What a waste." Fulanah comments as she looks back at the shreds of clothes and golden ornaments I so carelessly discarded. They disappear under the feet of the female guards that follow us. More than two dozen armed women surround us on all sides while we continue to walk unimpeded.  

    "I told you what you wanted to know, so let me go!" Malika struggles against her collar as I pull her along on a chain made from my body. 

    "Why should I trust what a human says?" As a throwback to her distrustful statement from earlier, I ask her in a sarcastic tone. Then I continue more seriously. "And I told you that I don't want a bloodbath. I'm taking you along to assure you that nobody has to die today." 

    Uzma and the royal guard maintain their encirclement at a respectful distance. The collar around Malika's neck is part of my body, and I've shown them that I can make blades come out from the inside, which would behead their sultanah instantly. Of course, it would be such a waste to take off her beautiful head. 

    "So, will we walk or will you tell them to prepare a palanquin for us?" Outside the main gate of the palace, I stop and ask Malika. She crosses her arms in prideful silence, and I shrug. "Walk it is." 

    And just as I promised, we begin to walk through the city, still accompanied by the guards. However, I do notice that not a single man is among them, even though we passed several gates and checkpoints. Most men were watching with blank expressions, surprised by our audacity. But there are some whose eyes and grins tell me that they have been waiting for something like this to happen. Many of them quickly walk away as if to report this to whoever has them in their pockets. 

    I guess corruption runs deep in this nation. 

    Eventually, I see archers on the rooftops aiming at us. They're the same kind that caused me trouble last night, but if they make a move, I won't hesitate to get my revenge for the inconvenience. I'm not going to let my frustration out on Malika. 

    Unperturbed by all the attention we're drawing, I continue to pull the sultanah along like a pet for all to see. While the royal guard maintains a perimeter around us, commoners watch from the sidelines. Even among those, I notice that men are smiling to themselves as if enjoying the show. Something feels wrong here. 

    At one point, male soldiers appear as well, with a man in an ornamental-looking suit of red armor riding a horse leading them. He looks wholly unenthusiastic about getting his sultanah back, and may even be here to stir things up. 

    Our first stop is the inn we stayed in last night, to pick up Jalil. After we finish our business, I intend to leave this city right away, so having him with us from the get-go is the most efficient option. 

    "Jalil, come out here." I shout up to the first-floor window of the room he was staying in last night. There's no guarantee that he's in right now, but I told him to wait for my return here. If he ran away, this would be pretty awkward. 

    But a shadow appears at the illuminated window of his room, and the skinny man with the pencil mustache peeks out. When he spots me, his eyes widen in a mixture of surprise and fear, as his lips quiver to find the right reaction at my unexpected return. He eventually settles on a smile and waves to me. 

    Then he notices the royal guard surrounding us on all sides, as well as the archers on the rooftops. His smile freezes, and his jaw drops in confusion, but I'm not here to watch his amusing expressions. 

    "Come. We need to go somewhere and then we'll leave the city." Waving at him as if this were a completely normal and relaxed situation, I order him to join us. He nods in silence and disappears from the window. 

    We wait for a minute or two in awkward silence, the surrounding guards whispering among themselves but never coming forward to try anything. Eventually, the door to the inn opens, and Jalil appears from it. In that very instant, two of the male soldiers grab him and put their swords against his neck.  

    "Let her go, and he lives." The commander on the horse calls out to me in a thick accent and points his scimitar at our captured guide. 

    "Medha tafalu?!" A member of the all-female royal guard, possibly their commander, points at the rider and shouts. She's afraid that taking my man hostage only serves to escalate this situation. 

    And she would be right if he held any worth for me. 

    "He's just an interpreter. I don't care about him." I reply, and Jalil's eyes widen. "If you kill him, I'll just take your sultanah along on our journey instead." 

    I wouldn't mind pulling Malika around as an interpreter and pet. A shudder of excitement runs down my spine at the thought of keeping a prideful girl coming from royalty on a leash, commanding her to do all kinds of things. 

    I'm aware of the double standard I'm setting in regards to slavery. But as the leader of a nation built by slaves, she isn't completely innocent either; she deserves to be shown what it means to be at the mercy of a person who holds her life in their hands. 

    The commander's face shows that he didn't expect such an answer. He's doubtlessly thinking hard to determine whether I'm bluffing or telling the truth. We made such a detour to come to this inn just to pick Jalil up, and now I say that I don't care about him. At the same time, he can almost believe that I'm so audacious that I would kidnap Malika and bring her along for our journey just to make her interpret for us. After all, I've been this audacious so far. 

    But that seems to not have been within the calculations of whoever ordered him to do this, as he turns to look at his soldiers, then back at us before ordering Jalil's release. Bellowing a command to his men, he pulls them away and leaves us in the care of the female guards once again. Probably going back to get new orders from his master. 

    "Something is going on behind the scenes here." I whisper to Malika and point at the retreating soldiers. 

    "I agree." Unexpectedly, she answers with a thoughtful frown in the direction of the commander in red. 

    "W-what happening?" Jalil reaches us and asks me while looking around, terrified.  

    "Greet your sultanah." I point at the girl on my leash and smile. The latter crosses her arms and manages to look down on the man despite not only being collared and chained but also standing at half a head shorter than him. She has the presence of a ruler, alright. 

    "S-sultanah?" Our guide's eyes go round like saucers. He realizes that judging by the situation, she's the real deal. "W-what you do, master?" 

    "Just keeping her hostage as a precaution." Shrugging, I point in the general direction of our next destination. "I forgot how to get there, so you show us the way." 

    "Where?" Jalil asks, blinking his eyes in confusion. 

    "To the Qaat Al-Arruwa." I smile. 

      

    "Women are not allowed inside. It is the law." Malika complains when we near the gates of the Hall of Souls.  

    "You're the leader of this nation." I pull her toward the few steps leading up to the closed doors and reply. The few male soldiers that have joined the perimeter around us don't move out of our way, as if declaring that this law is worth protecting more than even their sultanah. 

    "Nobody is above the law. That gives birth to corruption." She replies in a steadfast tone. 

    "I like how you think, but it's far too late to worry about giving birth to corruption. Its roots already run pretty deep in your country, I believe." Ignoring her complaints, I pull her toward the men holding the stairs. 

    "Out of the way." Hestia walks forward and commands in a voice that seems to shake the air. Under her menacing presence, the men are on the verge of faltering. But her aim was precisely that moment of unsteadiness, as she jams her wings between them and sweeps them aside effortlessly. I've known for a while now that Fatas are physically much stronger than they look, but that's on a whole different level. Her confident air causes me to fall in love with her all over again.  

    We walk up the steps and reach the closed steel doors while Hestia watches our backs, preventing the men from rushing at us. I try to push, and the door opens inside to reveal the brightly illuminated Hall of Spirits, filled with men of all ages staring at us with expressions that suggest they're ready for a battle. 

    From here on out, I need to be careful. Soldiers wielding physical weapons are trivial to deal with for a Crawling Chaos, but those who use magic are dangerous. I've learned first-hand how hard to deal with they can be, especially when in coming at me in numbers. Luckily, I have a hostage, so I hope to get through here without a battle. 

    The immensely tall main hall is covered in colorful mosaics depicting all sorts of divine beings and scenes from the sultanate's religion. Hestia looks around in fascination, forgetting the tension of our situation. She's quite taken by the grandeur of this place, in complete contrast to its rather simple exterior, and I have to admit that I regret coming here in such a manner; I would have loved to do some sightseeing. 

    A bald old man wearing robes of the clergy stands at the forefront of the men. He points at Jalil and then us while saying something in a forceful tone in the Khurut language. I'm pretty sure it's something about women not being allowed in here. 

    Malika steps forward and answers in place of our guide, causing a murmur to run through the crowd. The old man's eyes flick over Fulanah and me but stop on Hestia. They widen in surprise, and he turns around to the sultanah again to ask her something. Her response causes another murmur to expand through the hall. 

    "What are you talking about?" I ask her, but she only looks ahead with a frown. It seems that there won't be an agreement at this rate. I put a hand on Malika's shoulder and shake my head. "Stubborn old men and their self-serving traditions, I guess." 

    Walking forward under the watchful eyes of the monks, I cross my arms and look down on them with all the displeasure I can muster. Some flinch under my gaze, others return it with scowls. 

    "Who is your leader?" I ask into the room, hoping that Malika didn't learn Imperian on her own just for fun and that others in positions of power speak it too.  

    A wizened old man with a fuzzy gray beard and his head covered in a turban comes forward while leaning on his gnarled wooden staff as a walking aid. The two crystals embedded in the staff are clear white and dark brown respectively, denoting an affinity in wind and earth magic. I immediately put up my mental guard and prepare for a spellcasting battle.  

    "I am Great Master Mahir El-Amin. Who are you?" He asks with a neutral expression. Unlike the old man before him, this one doesn't seem to hold any animosity towards any of us. At least not on the surface. 

    "That's unimportant." I wave off his question. "Show me to the transportation network room in your basement." 

    "What do you want with it?" Mahir asks with unshakable composure. 

    "Just show them." Malika raises her voice and orders in an impatient tone. 

    "Sultana Malika Zahra Al-Aziz." Opening his eyes slightly wider than the small slits they were before, the monk looks at her calmly. "Why are you in chains?" 

    "That's a long story we don't have to discuss here." I reply in her stead. "Transportation network room. Now." 

    "Hohoho. The young are always so impatient." With a typical old man's laugh, Mahir ignores my threatening tone. "Grand Shaman Ilham Al-Hakam Karimi is the only one who has access." 

    "Grand Shaman, huh? That sounds more like the title of a leader than the one you have." Eyeing Mahir with suspicion, I comment on the fact that he came forward when I asked for the one in charge. 

    "The Grand Shaman has been in the soul chamber, fasting for the last four harvesting seasons. I am acting head priest." Laughing again, he replies. 

    "Four... that can't be healthy." When I look at this wizened old man, I can't even begin to imagine what the person who stands above him must look like. To say nothing of the high possibility that he's already dead and mummified after not eating for so long. "Bring me to him?" 

    "Women are not allowed inside these halls, let alone the inner-" Mahir begins, but I shake Malika's chain to interrupt him.  

    "So you don't care about your sultanah's life?" I've asked this question way too many times already, and it's getting repetitive. They always buckle after this. 

    "To be truthful; I do not." The old man replies, contrary to my expectations. "The Al-Arruwa Altabahaqi do not answer to anybody. Not demons nor any worldly leaders. And definitely not to women."  

    "Ma maana hedha?!" Malika asks, surprise and indignation mixing in her raised pitch. "Ana sultanah el-hasi bikha!" 

    "Leysafi masla hatina!" Mahir announces in an icy tone that causes the sultanah to flinch in shock. He then continues to speak, and I feel compelled to ask Jalil for the interpretation, whose presence I thought wouldn't be necessary here. 

    "What are they saying?" I turn around to find him staring at the men across from us with fearful eyes. 

    "Treason, master." He quickly replies shortly after Mahir is done. "He say he no acknowledge sultanah. Say she weak, incompetent, getting captured by demon. Say woman should never have sit on throne." 

    "Wow." I mutter and look at the tense silence that has laid itself over the room as Malika glares at the old monk in anger and disbelief. To think my holding her hostage would ignite the spark of internal strife like this. And I wasn't interpreting the signs on our way here wrong after all; these monks aren't the only ones who have a problem with a woman leading the nation. 

    "You heard him. I have no worth as a hostage. Do what you want." The sultanah turns around to me and states with tears in her eyes. Her gaze remains defiant, and she suppresses the urge to wipe her face. She tries to maintain a strong façade even now. That's worthy of my respect. 

    "That sounds like a pretty enticing offer." I deliberately let my gaze run down her body and lick my lips. She doesn't even blink and meets my eyes fearlessly. "Other me, seal the door behind us." 

    The female royal guards are grinding their teeth in impotence outside because the male soldiers are actually blocking the way for them. But they haven't followed us inside either. That becomes their downfall, even as somebody among them seems to have understood me. A bellowed order causes several of them to jump into action, but Fulanah has already grabbed the wings of the door and slammed them shut by the time they reach it. 

    Just when the wooden bar locking the steel door falls into place, shoulders and weapons bang against it. My other half dusts off her hands at a job well done, but I'm not so sure that the barrier will hold very long. 

    "Hestia, cover Malika's eyes." I order her while pulling the sultanah toward me. The collar and chain dissolve back into my body, and I walk past her while she stumbles backward. 

    Following my order, the fallen angel puts her wings around Malika and then peeks out from between them with an irrefutably insane but childishly curious expression. She obviously has no intention of averting her eyes from the massacre I'm about to commit. 

    "What are you doing? Unhand me!" The sultanah struggles against Hestia's grasp. It seems that her intuition is telling her that bad things are going to happen. But the delicate-looking angel girl is unexpectedly strong. 

    "It's better if you don't see what I'm about to do, Malika." Addressing the royalty of this nation without a hint of respect, I turn my attention to the monks and grin. They look uncomfortable in their robes, and even Mahir's expression has grown uncertain. "Have you never been taught not to make girls cry? Unless when it's out of joy, of course. But she didn't look happy to me. Did she to you?"  

    "What do you want to do?" The Great Master asks while bracing himself. 

    "Just cleaning out the trash." I say and step forward to unleash hell. 

    "Cease this!" The voice of an old man echoes through the halls and interrupts me just before my body was about to come undone at its invisible seams. 

    The ranks of the monks part to reveal a shriveled, turtle-like old man with a beard that reaches to his knees. He's wearing a turban and only a loincloth, showing an almost skeletal frame that lacks any fat and only has the bare amounts of muscles. Two younger monks with shaven heads and barely any beard growth help him walk, while he still leans on a gnarled staff lacking any visible gems that would tell me his magic affinities. 

    "Qadis En-Azimun!" Everybody falls to their knees while speaking these words upon realizing who has appeared. Even Mahir is lowering himself before this living mummy, so it's safe to say that this is Ilham Al-Hakam Karimi, the Grand Shaman, and leader of the shaman caste. They must have been calling out his title. 

    "Are you the leader here?" I ask, ready to burst into my real form at any moment in case a battle does begin after all. 

    "Yes, you could call me that." So far, this old man's Imperian has been the most accent-free among anybody else. At his age, it's no wonder he was able to learn it to such a degree; he looks to be over a hundred years old.  

    "Then I'll ask you nicely, seeing how you prevented bloodshed with your appearance just now." Suppressing my urge to cause havoc anyway, I keep a civil façade. "Show us to the transportation network room." 

    "Very well." Without even arguing, Ilham beckons us to follow him and turns around. Not a single monk dares to object, but I can see that many aren't happy with this decision that may appear like a show of weakness. 

    "You're a sensible old man." I raise an eyebrow, knowing that this could very well be a trap. But nobody here knows what Fulanah and I are capable of, so I doubt they're prepared for two Cosmic Horrors.  

    "I have lived a long life, after all." He stops to reply with a knowing nod. Maybe he does know what we are. 

    "What about her?" Hestia opens her wings to reveal Malika and asks me just as I was about to take my first step to follow the Grand Shaman. The sultanah seems to have lost her will to struggle and is just standing there with a brooding gaze. 

    "Come here." I extend my hand to her and say. When she doesn't react, the angel girl thrusts her forward, causing her to stumble into my arms. Finally, she regains her fighting spirit and tries to push me away, unable to do so with her weak body. "This may be an opportunity for you." 

    "To do what?" She snaps at me. 

    "To change things around here." I reply in a whisper for her ears only. Then I look back to Fulanah. "Leave the door. We're going." 

    "I hope that's the right decision." My other half shrugs and follows me. I don't even need to tell Hestia since she wouldn't leave my side unless I specifically ask her to. 

    "Hmm, Sultana Malika Zahra Al-Aziz." Ilham turns around to us when we enter the corridor at the back of the main hall and looks at her with inquisitive eyes. His mouth opens into a toothless grin filled with delight. "We meet at last." 

    "Ilham Al-Hakam Karimi. Grand Shaman and leader of Al-Arruwa Altabahaqi. What could you want from this woman?" Malika replies in a spiteful tone, putting emphasis on the last word. 

    "No woman just yet. Still only a girl." Laughing, the Grand Shaman continues to lead us through a long corridor while propped up by his two helpers. Said girl's jaw drops at this frivolous behavior toward her, but she bites her lip in her current impotence. "Please excuse me for locking myself up in these halls since your ascension to the throne." 

    "You made your intentions of scorning me, a female on the throne of the sultanate, very clear." She states in irritation. 

    "That was not my intention. I wanted to wait until you came of age to speak with you." Ilham explains as we begin to descend a flight of stairs. 

    I spin my head around to look at my other half with searchlight-like eyes. So she did put her hands on a minor! The latter seems to realize what my glare signals and shakes her head, implying that she didn't know. Well, considering Malika has a harem full of girls that most definitely didn't form only after Fulanah arrived, she's an adult at heart. 

    "This unforeseen situation has expedited the time of our meeting, though." The old man continues. "Even I could not so brazenly stand against the laws of our nation, much less for a young girl." 

    "Laws are written by those in power." I interject. 

    "And I am not one of them." He replies with a laugh. "I am just a man." 

    "What have you to fear?" Malika asks with a frown. "You are the most powerful shaman that has ever lived." 

    "I am still only human. And humans cannot live without food and sleep." Ilham's smile fades as he states this truth with an almost sad undertone. 

    "Says someone who has been fasting for four harvesting seasons." I would have said 'summers' as the phrase for years goes in the Kingdom of Lares, but I doubt this nation even has a concept of other seasons. 

    "Hahahaha!" He stops and laughs heartily. Then he continues while smiling more to himself than directed at us. "But I do sleep." 

    I peer down at the scars on my arm. Eating is a different matter, but I've gone without sleep for over a week now. What does that make me? Well, I know the answer to that, and it does scare me a little to know that my mind is no longer human either. 

    "Are you saying that people in high positions would have killed you for supporting me?" The sultanah inquires with a skeptical expression. "Who would dare kill the Grand Shaman?" 

    "For the right reason or the right price, even beggars will dare to kill a god. Or die trying." Ilham turns to face us and states with a tired expression. He clearly isn't just a monk who was secluded for all his life; he knows how the world out there works. "Young sultanah, your harem of girls may provide you with distraction, but it has blinded you to the situation at the court." 

    "What do you mean?" Malika's tone is low and menacing. She doesn't appreciate the seemingly condescending tone of the old man. 

    "Who was it that provided those girls to you?" He asks without turning his head. Even I can tell what he's implying, and the sultanah isn't a fool either. 

    "Are you saying that the court officials have usurped the throne?" With an unbelieving mutter, she slows down, causing Fulanah to bump into her from behind. 

    "All but, young sultanah." The Grand Shaman says when we reach a dead end, where he places his hand on a wall covered in hieroglyphic inscriptions. Just like those in the hall above us, they don't resemble the written language of this nation, so it must belong to the ancient civilization that also built the pyramid. A wave of light runs across them, and the ground rumbles as the wall parts. 

    A large circular room opens before us with a familiar platform in the middle. I walk past Ilham and cover the two steps leading up to it in one hop, to gain certainty that this is a transportation circle.  

    The runes were scraped away, and the ground smashed into pieces so that it can no longer be used. It's in line with what Malika told me. And now that I've seen proof of it happening to one of them, I can believe that they really did this all across the Khurut Sultanate after Maou-mama's invasion thirty years ago. She used it to transport her forces across the vast distance that separates the Dominion and the sultanate unhindered. 

    "Damn it." I stomp on the ground and crack the stone further. Breathing in and out a few times, I calm down and turn around. "Well, thank you for letting me confirm this. There's nothing left for us to do in this city, so we'll be leaving." 

    "Just like this?" Malika asks in disbelief. 

    "Yes, just like this." I wave at Hestia and Fulanah to follow me and walk toward the doorway we came in from. But then I realize something and spin around on the spot. "Actually, there's one thing." 

    The sultana flinches, thinking I changed my mind about burning down this city in retaliation for not getting what I wanted. 

    "Do you have a map of transportation network locations across the world, and more importantly, pictures of the circles?" I address Ilham and ignore Malika's somewhat endearing effort to keep a poker face.  

    "Hum. We do not keep any scriptures. Our knowledge is transmitted orally across generations." On the other hand, the old man doesn't have a hint of tension in his voice. He strokes his beard in a fashion that reminds me of Thorvald. It seems that wizened leaders of magic institutions share this kind of carefree attitude even when facing a potentially dangerous demon. 

    But I know from the principal of the Royal Academy never to underestimate humans again. 

    "What happens when people forget?" I'm actually quite curious about the answer to this question. Valuable knowledge could get lost this way only because somebody died without passing it on. 

    "Then it is what the gods want." Ilham replies in apparent resignation. Either he knows for a fact, or he truly believes that, but I don't really care for pursuing the matter right now. 

    "It was enlightening talking to you." I remark sarcastically and turn to leave. 

    "Wait." The old man stops me. "There is a secret passageway you can use to leave the city unhindered. My aides will show you the way." 

    "Why would you do this?" It's not much of a mystery why; he doesn't want me to force my way through the monks and soldiers waiting outside. I showed no intentions to pull Malika along this time, so I won't have a hostage valuable enough to keep them away from me. 

    "So that we have some time to discuss things before the royal guard realizes that they no longer need to keep their distance." With a sideward glance to the sultanah, Ilham replies. I didn't even consider that this could be a reason. 

    "Hope things work out for you. Bye." With this unceremonious farewell, I turn away and follow the two young monks out of the transportation circle room. Hestia grabs my arm and walks with me. 

    Fulanah is hesitating, looking at Malika as she's standing beside Ilham. The petite girl reciprocates the gaze before she closes her eyes and shakes her head. Turning away wordlessly, she signals my other half that they have nothing else to talk about. 

    I feel a little sorry for them. Before I came along, they seem to have had a pretty good relationship together. But Fulanah would have never learned the truth about herself, and Malika may have found out that the court officials are planning a coup too late to prevent it.  

    "Are you coming?" I pause in my step and ask without turning around. It's entirely up to her whether to come with me or try returning to the harem. But I know myself, and this is a purely rhetorical question. 

    "Goodbye, Malika." I hear my own voice say behind me, and then footsteps approaching. "Of course, I'm coming. Who do you think I am?" 

    "Don't inflate the worth of that phrase." Both of me say in unison, as my other half reaches my side. She then continues alone. "I know what you were going to say, and I agree. But what better time than this to say it?" 

    We silently follow the monks through the dark corridor, and I hold out my fist. She bumps it wordlessly, and I smile to myself, knowing that she's doing the same. 

    





   



 Chapter 59 - Memories In The Dark 

      

      

    Ilham's aides, uncomfortable as they may look while doing so, silently and diligently lead the four of us through the labyrinthine underground of the Qaat Al-Arruwa. We've ascended and descended several flights of stairs, and at this point, we should be deeper below the surface than where we started. 

    Eventually, we reach an inconspicuous wall covered in faded hieroglyphs. The corridor continues in both directions, but the two monks stop here. One of them touches a hidden pressure plate on the wall, and with a tremor, the wall slides sideways. Unlike the entrance to the transportation room, this one didn't require any magic to open.  

    The other side is a perfectly straight path that disappears into the distant darkness. It's barely enough for two people to stand side by side with their shoulders scraping against the walls, and the ceiling is just centimeters above my head. 

    "So this is it?" I ask, having Jalil interpret the question for me. The monks are pointing down the narrow corridor and don't look like they're going to lead the way, so this must be the secret passage Ilham was talking about. It does seem to go on for a very long way, so I can believe that it leads out of the city. 

    "Way outside Qusantinah." Jalil nods in affirmation. "East of walls." 

    "So not entirely out of the city after all." I comment but then shrug. Makes not much of a difference for me, as long as I don't need to fight my way out. 

    I walk ahead and let Jalil bow and speak his respectful farewells to the monks. He's a religious person and fears that if he doesn't at least try to seem unrelated to us, he'll never be able to return to live with humans. It's of no concern to me because I don't intend to come to this nation again. 

    With this, our long walk in the dark begins. 

    "Can you put the collar on me again, Chloe?" Hestia asks before I even walked more than half a dozen steps, and I turn around with an eyebrow raised in surprise. Did she get hooked on that kind of play or why would she - oh. 

    Her wings barely fit into the narrow pathway and may scrape along the walls. That was quick thinking on her part to utilize my convenient body like that. But from her somewhat excited expression, I can glean that she's looking forward to wearing a collar as well. 

    "I can have you wear me too if you'd like." I lick my lips and grin, causing the angel girl to blush. 

    "N-not now." Her old self comes through a little as she stutters in embarrassment and glances sideways at Fulanah, who has been quiet for a while now. 

    "Oh? She's another me, isn't she? Why would you feel embarrassed about enjoying yourself in front of me?" Teasing her with a smirk, I poke her side, and she flinches. There are several ticklish zones on her body, with this being the most obvious one. 

    "She is, but..." Hestia mutters with another glance at my other half. 

    "She's different?" I turn to Fulanah, who has been following our conversation with a curious look on her face. "What do you think?" 

    "Well, we only met a few hours ago, so I'm like a new person to her." Shrugging, my other half comments in the exact same way I would have in this situation. I've gotten used to what's practically a permanent out-of-body experience by now, but I wonder if she has too. 

    "I'm just messing with you. Collar it is, my cute little pet." Putting an arm around Hestia's shoulder, I squeeze her to me and whisper in her ears. I grow a collar from the same arm and close it around her neck, from which the cape to cover her wings extend. When it's done, she's back to being a beautiful, human-looking slave girl on a leash held by me. 

    "So dark." Jalil, who has gotten used to my relationship with the fallen angel by now, has been ignoring our conversation so far and is looking into the corridor with his eyes wide-open. He's the only one here who doesn't have any degree of night vision, so we'll have to create a light source just for him. 

    "Circumluceo." I hold out my free hand and chant, creating an orb of light in my palm. Then I copy that hand, grow the wrist out, and create a bone staff from my matter, which I use as a walking stick. 

    "You got to teach me how to do that." Fulanah stares at the staff that resembles the one Luna has. It's the one that best stayed in my memory, especially since we walked through Rathgolim using fire cast through it as a light source. 

    "Considering where you've been ever since we split up, I know you haven't learned any magic." Turning my head to my other half, I deduce. "But I think we'll have plenty of time on this journey for me to teach you all I know." 

    "That reminds me of a question I've been meaning to ask: Where are we going?" It took her a while, but she finally decided to pose it. I was wondering when it would come up and expected it much earlier. She's been living a pretty carefree life in the harem and seems to have forgotten what it means to work toward a goal. I know I would have. 

    "To a place very far from here." I reply, the images of Kamii and Daica floating into my mind. 

    "Why do you have to go there?" Fulanah asks, frowning at the mysterious air I appear to be putting on.  

    "It's a long story." Muttering without turning around, I sigh. 

    "But this is a long tunnel." We then say in unison with perfect timing. Now I turn around, and we grin at each other. I was prepared to tell it anyway and only wanted to fulfill all conversational clichés when sharing one's story. 

    "This is incredible." Hestia comments with an awestruck expression. "You really are the same." 

    "Not entirely." Both of me reply at the same time. I don't actually have a mental connection to her like twins seem to when depicted in fiction, but our thoughts do overlap in many areas. 

    "I'm the one who made you what you are today." I continue while my other half remains silent. But I don't doubt for a moment that if we were to transform into the exact same appearance, then spun around each other a few times, nobody could tell us apart without asking questions that may reveal who is who. 

    "Our memories define us. And you two have shared some together that I haven't." With a thoughtful smile, Fulanah gives her reply. 

    "Speaking of memories. I'd like to hear the rest of the story of how you ended up in the harem before I tell you mine. You did leave out the most important part." I turn to my other half with an inquisitive look. Knowing myself, she skipped it because there was something embarrassing she doesn't want me to find out. And knowing myself, she's going to tell me after just a little bit of prying. 

    "Well, I may have made some mistakes. At the slave market." She begins, and I'm all ears. Did she unleash the Cosmic Horror when she saw the injustice of people in chains? Never mind Hestia following us on a chain. "You see, there was a harpy girl on sale-" 

    "There was a harpy girl?" I interrupt in a pitch higher than I intended it to be. Hestia looks up at me with a pout, and I scratch my cheek. I wasn't lusting for a harpy girl, but I can see why it may have come across that way. On our journey, we didn't see any signs of demi-humans or even demons living in this nation, so I was only surprised to learn that there was at least one of them after all. And I did want to see one myself.  

    "I know, right? Just like our mother's maids!" The other me replies with glittering eyes, misinterpreting the reason for my interest just like Hestia did. "She was adorable, so I wanted to buy her and then set her free."  

    "How noble of you. No ulterior motives at all, right?" I toss her a sneer, and she apes me with one of her own. 

    "In either case, I didn't know the language - and still don't - so I couldn't tell them that I wanted to buy her." She continues her story as we walk through the darkness illuminated by the orb of light in my hand-cane. 

    "Don't tell me you attacked them and tried to steal her?" I wouldn't ever do something so stupid in a crowded place. 

    "No, I wouldn't ever do something so stupid in a crowded place." Mirroring my exact thoughts, she replies. Then she clicks her tongue. "I really didn't need to say that out loud just now, did I? You are me; you already knew that I wouldn't." 

    "Yes, I did. But it's fun watching myself talk to me." 

    "I think the same, but it slows down the conversation." 

    "Sorry." I apologize and gesture for her to continue. 

    "I was already standing right in front of the slave trader, in my shabby and torn clothes, by the time I realized that I couldn't even ask him how much she cost. And from my appearance, he thought I was an escaped slave." Fulanah explains, but once again, it seems like she's leaving something out. 

    "That can't be all of it?" Tilting my head, I raise an eyebrow once again. 

    "Well, he smiled at me and said something I didn't understand, so I thought he was trying to communicate." This seems to be the part she didn't want to tell because it's a blemish on her record. "By the time I realized that he was only distracting me, an enchanted collar was put around my neck that gave me an electric shock whenever I tried to touch it." 

    "I didn't know there were enchanted collars." That sounds like one of those electric dog collars used in inhumane training methods. Though enchanted items are quite expensive, most likely even more so in a nation where magic is limited to the select few and never taught outside of the capital. Then again, whoever can afford to trade in demi-humans or demons must be able to afford those too. 

    "They seem to be used for slaves suspected of having escaped before." Fulanah explains while shaking her head. 

    "Why didn't you just turn your head narrower and slip it off?" Asking as if doing that is a matter of course, I scrutinize my other half's reaction. 

    "Turn my head narrower?" Blinking with an apparent lack of comprehension, she tilts her head the same way I would do. It seems she didn't experiment with her body much because she never learned to do so from Maou-mama. Truth be told, I wouldn't have tried any of the things I've done in the academy - such as turning myself paper-thin or growing stilt-like extra limbs - if not for my lessons with her after getting rescued from Yagrath. 

    "I have a lot to teach you, it seems." I sigh and reply. 

    "In either case, I was sold from place to place because my face was so exotic." Pointing a finger at me, she continues. "Because I only thought about changing the color of my skin, just like you did." 

    "And my hair." I let my fingers run through my now blonde hair. 

    "Eventually, I ended up in the harem of a court official. He was a real pig." Shuddering, Fulanah recalls that episode in her life. "But he was lucky that another court official of higher standing visited before he could try anything, and took me off his hands. This guy then brought me before Malika, and the rest is history." 

    "Did any man..." I leave the question unfinished, but she shakes her head in a silent reply. Since we're both me, our preferences are mine as well. And I like women, not men. "Then you were quite lucky yourself." 

    "I would have fought tooth and nail to kill them, even if it meant getting electrocuted." With a determined expression, Fulanah raises her hand and transforms her nails into sharp claws. 

    "That's a great way to put it." Thinking back to my first day in this world, when I fought for my life against the vularen whose template I'm now using at every turn. I've come a long way since then. "That's the perfect segue into telling you my side of the story. But before that... what should I call you? Are you fine with Fulanah?" 

    "What do you mean? I'm Kuroe Makoto." Replying in a matter of fact tone, my other half blinks her eyes. 

    "Please consider the situation of there being two of us." Massaging the bridge of my nose, I sigh. 

    "Ohhh." It seems she really only just now realized that this may be confusing to others after all. But considering she never got the chance to introduce herself to others with a fake name like I did, she didn't put much thought into her identity. 

    "Well, there's nothing wrong with Fulanah, but it doesn't suit me. Since you're my lower half, your nickname shall be..." Scratching my chin, I think about it a little. 

    "Please, no!" Just before I can say it, she raises a hand and exclaims. 

    "Asoko - huh?" But my mouth was faster than my reaction to her preemptive protest, and I blurt it out anyway. Why not? It even sounds like a proper name. 

    "Oh. Well, that could have been worse." My other half says in surprise. It takes me a second to realize what she thought I was going to name her, causing me to stare at her with a deathly glare. She turns her head away and avoids my eyes. Is she more perverted than I am because she's my lower half? While the nickname I gave her does refer to that part, I would have never used the word that came to her mind first. 

    "Then let me formally introduce you to each other." Now that this has been settled, without actual consent from my other half, who now seems to accept it as a lesser evil, I turn to my entourage. "This is Hestia, she's my-" 

    "-slave in body and heart!" The fallen angel finishes my sentence with her own words, an excited blush on her cheeks. 

    "-girlfriend." I finish the way I intended to while completely ignoring Hestia's interjection. Then I gesture at the skinny man with the pencil mustache, who has been silently following our exchange while trying to avoid drawing attention from both of me. " And this here is a normal human, Jalil. He's-" 

    "M-master's slave." Our guide bows with a nervous stutter, now that he does find himself at the center of attention anyway. 

    "-our guide and interpreter." Ignoring him just like I ignored the angel girl, I finish their introduction. Then I turn to the two of them, eliciting a charming smile from Hestia and a quivering gaze from Jalil. "This is Asoko. She's... something like a twin." 

    When we first met, we talked in Japanese, so nobody else understood what we were saying at the time. For now, I want to keep the fact that she's actually another me a secret. 

    "You got two slaves, huh?" Asoko's condemning gaze tells me that she's not happy about that. Knowing myself, she hates slavery just as much as I do. 

    "Didn't you hear what I said? Don't listen to them." I grumble while scratching my hair in annoyance. Then I glance at Jalil. "To be fair, he's here against his will. But he worked at a slave bar, on the side of the owners, and deserves it. When this is all over, I'll let him go and even pay him though." 

    "Not against will. I gladly follow master." Lowering his head like a beaten dog, Jalil doesn't help my case at all by trying to appease me. 

    "In either case, now you know each other. We're going to be traveling together for a while after all." Ignoring his statement once again, I conclude the topic. 

    "And that's the cue for you to tell your story." Asoko remarks with an impatient expression. 

    "Then I'll start from the very beginning." I start, take a long breath, and revisit everything that has happened to me so far from the moment the two of me became separated. 

    As our walk through the dark corridor continues, I lead my captive audience on a mental journey of my life. How I ended up on Yagrath, the Dark Continent, and returned to the Dominion again. Learned what it means to be a Crawling Chaos and a princess of demons, and how to control my body and focus my mind. About Maou-mama sending me on a pilgrimage around the world to become worthy of being a ruler. 

    I chose this moment to reveal to Hestia that I'm the child of Demon Queen Pelomyx and heir to the throne. Her surprised expression isn't on the level of shock or horror, so she may have already suspected that I'm not just a regular demon. Jalil, on the other hand, is shivering all over, and only fear is causing him to continue following us. 

    "So both our remaining parents are the most important people in our respective homelands." The fallen angel says with lips curled up in amusement. Her gaze tells me that she cares about my past just as little as I do about hers, and only our present and future together is important. 

    "What are the odds of us meeting, right?" I gently caress Hestia's cheek. "A Fata and a demon." 

    "Yet, here we are." She replies, showing nothing but love in her gaze. 

    Returning the look, I turn to Asoko, who rolls her eyes at our cheesy exchange. She'll learn soon enough what it means to be so in touch with somebody. After all, she's just me who hasn't met her Kamii, Daica, or Hestia yet. 

    I continue my story, describing how I met Rolan and his party, then traveled with them to the city of Hovsgaerden. There, I met Ootsuki Senka, the living doll, who is a fountain of knowledge about this world and has helped me many times. 

    "That's a Japanese name." Asoko interrupts me, deliberately speaking in our native language so neither Hestia nor Jalil understand. So far, neither of us have revealed that we're reincarnations of a person called Kuroe Makoto - at this point, I can't say that I'm her alone after all. "Is she?" 

    "No, it seems she isn't reincarnated like we are." I reply in Japanese as well. "She hasn't properly told me what she is, but her knowledge of the world from our previous life as well as this one is astonishing. I think she may be able to travel through time and space." 

    "A goddess?" Scratching her chin, my other half asks with a complicated expression. 

    "Quite possible." I think back to my first meeting with the doll girl. Something about her made me put my absolute trust in her as if I reunited with a friend I've known for all my life. And she hasn't done anything that would lead me to believe she would ever betray that trust. "At that time, she was the only person I could talk to as myself." 

    "I see." Smiling to herself, Asoko nods in understanding. She saw right through my feelings about Senka; that her existence saved me from my loneliness. She became the only person in this world who understands what I really am, whom I can talk to without any restraints. 

    "Though I have reason to believe that our mother is a reincarnator." I remember our conversation when I returned to the castle through the transportation network to warn her of Mithra. "But let's not jump ahead." 

    With this, I return to speaking Imperian so that Hestia and Jalil understand me. I recount how I killed the thugs and met the tied-up Lady Nightwane, whose real name is Daica. We found out about the illegal slave trade being conducted in Hovsgaerden and started an investigation.  

    When I expressed my wish to join Rolan's party, Saint of Luminosity Arcelia Crux approached me. It was there I learned that I had all magic affinities and was told to enroll in the Royal Academy in Kongenssoevn. But of course, we still had things to do in Hovsgaerden and didn't leave right away. 

    Soon after, the investigation turned up information about the location of the slave trade ring. In an exciting and well-planned raid, we assaulted their fortress in the slums and freed all the kidnapped demi-humans. 

    And then I get to the part that both lifts my spirits and dims my mood; the moment I met Kamii. The dirt-covered little dark elf with the crab arm that changed my life in this world. Who turned out to be Daica's older sister - at which point I learned that they both were several years older than me.  

    She then became my first lover ever. 

    "You covered your back quite nicely there." Asoko comments with a sneer. "Little dark elf, huh?" 

    "Hey, at least she's of age. Unlike your Malika." Throwing this back at my other half, I see her expression freeze over. 

    "Touché." She says and scratches her cheek. Then she continues in Japanese to keep our secret. "But the laws in the previous world don't matter here. I told you that girls become of marrying age when they are visited by Red Riding Hood for the first time." 

    "Yeah, I don't buy into that. It's just a convenient law created by men without the consent of women." Shrugging, I signal that I don't want to talk about this anymore. To me, age doesn't matter as long as there's true love, and apparent age matters even less - though I do have standards. 

    Getting back on track, I speak of the time I spent in Hovsgaerden with Kamii and Daica, and Rolan's party. That I made a mistake which essentially caused us to get kicked out of the city. The following journey turned out to be an experience of a lifetime, one I would have never even dreamed of having before. 

    Our path took us across the snow-covered mountains of the Kongensgrad, and when it became too difficult to traverse due to the weather, we decided to take the shorter but potentially even more dangerous route through the ruined dwarven city of Rathgolim. Once again, a mistake on my part caused what seems to be the entirety of the ancient Graebern civilization to come down on us. But we made it out alive after a marathon through the darkness, to see the light of day again. 

    "I have to say that a part of me would have loved to be in your place." My other half admits but then raises her hand before I can reply. "And don't you dare say that technically-" 

    "-a part of you has." I join in at the perfect moment for us to say the exact same words in a choir. She glares at me for this bad joke, and I shrug. "You brought this upon yourself. Literally." 

    "Damn you for making these lame clone jokes." Grinding her teeth, Asoko groans. 

    "I know as much as you do that you would have done the same in my position." I suggest with a grin, and she rolls her eyes. "In either case, what comes next is the school arc in the Royal Academy that I mentioned earlier." 

    These words instantly garner my other half's interest, and she quiets down to listen. I recount our reunion with Arcelia to get the written recommendations that would allow us to enroll in the academy. We then went there the same day and had an interview with the principal, Thorvald.  

    "He somehow found out that I'm a demon." When I get to this part, I pause. What would have happened if he never found out? Or if the academy weren't so tolerant about having demon students, just like the rest of the nation. 

    Knowing Thorvald's magical prowess, I think my life would have ended then and there. I barely knew anything about magic, so I wouldn't have been able to defend myself at all. Even now, I don't think I could defeat him in a straight battle. 

    "What happened then?" Asoko's hanging onto my every word and is eager to hear how I got out of that situation. 

    "Nothing. Kamii was with me, so I didn't want to risk fighting." Thinking back, I have to admit that humans aren't as bad as I thought they were. Maou-mama tossed me into a pit filled with confused and scared ones that had just suffered defeat at the hands of demons, so my perception of them had been that all of their kind hated my kind. But in reality, there are tolerant ones like Thorvald and Basarab - although I still think the latter may not be entirely human. "The principal enrolled me on a scholarship and even allowed Kamii to enroll as well." 

    "Sounds like a nice guy." My other half says the exact thing I thought at the time. 

    I then relate my experiences at the academy and how I met Hestia, who blushes at the memory of her old self's lack of self-confidence. She was cute then, and she still is now. But the side that is madly in love with me tips my opinion in favor of her current personality. 

    Even though school should be boring, my time at the academy was all but. Every day, I learned something new and met interesting people, spent time with Kamii and Hestia, and had great food. And risking life and limb to sneak around the building once in a while replaced the kicks I got from winning marathons in my previous life. 

    But those days came to an end when we were allowed to leave the citadel for the first time. Taking the opportunity of being out in the streets of the city, those who disliked my good relationship with Hestia sent assassins after me. 

    I fought them off, but it came at a cost. The pure angel witnessed a scene of carnage and a face from hell - mine. Coupled with the fact that I touched her skin in the guild hall, it pushed her over the edge of corruption. It accumulated with no relief, and she collapsed from its effects. I thought I had killed her at the time. 

    "But you only made me better." At this point, Hestia interjects while taking my hand, as if to demonstrate that my corruption doesn't cause her any harm. "My people fear what they did not understand. But there was never any reason to be afraid of having black feathers." 

    I know that's not entirely true. Her personality did change, just as much as mine did after I was reincarnated into this body. We became manipulative and ruthless, our minds no longer bound by any rules but our own. 

    "No, they were right to be afraid." I state with an amused smile. "Corruption is liberation. Why would any society want their members to be absolutely free?" 

    "Ohhh, yes. You are right!" Hestia's eyes widen in surprise before she exclaims in understanding. "I am free, bound by nothing but my love to you, Chloe." 

    If I were my old self, I would have been embarrassed at her saying this, but all I feel is deep affection in return for hers. But I'm no longer just Kuroe Makoto. I'm Chaos. 

    "And I love you too, Hestia." Putting an arm around her waist, I pull her toward me and kiss her on the cheek. She giggles and snuggles into my side. 

    "That's good and all, but can we continue the story, please?" Asoko asks in impatience, a little envy in her gaze. She has yet to meet somebody to love like I do my girls, but I'm sure she will; she's another me after all, and the only thing that separates us is opportunity and experience. 

    "Yeah, right." I mutter awkwardly and clear my throat before continuing. After Hestia's corruption, things happened very fast. Within a week, our life at the academy came to an abrupt end, when Basarab told us of the champion selection that would be conducted by the god envoys. I went into it with a bad premonition but could have never guessed at the time what would go wrong. 

    Mithra appeared as an envoy of the gods, causing me to panic and search for a way to use the teleportation circle in the academy's underground. I explain that my thoughts were a mess, thinking that Maou-mama's court magician was a spy who could reveal my identity to the professors. 

    Thus, the same night, I learned how to use the transportation network, broke into the vault, and traveled to the demon castle to warn our mother. But it turned out to be a false alarm, and Mithra was an agent for her all along. 

    However, the damage had been done because the academy found out about my nightly journey and ambushed me when I returned. They held Kamii and Hestia hostage right in front of my eyes, but the situation escalated when Aldebrand hit the angel girl. 

    "He deserved to die." Asoko states in a matter of fact tone while looking at the angel girl's face. 

    "In hindsight, I overreacted." I admit my fault for starting the battle based on just a bruised cheek. It wasn't reason enough for me to swallow Aldebrand on the spot, which should have looked nothing short of murder to everybody else. Of course, I don't doubt for a moment that they would have eventually attacked me with the intent to kill, as talking it out most likely wouldn't have amounted to anything. "I had a pretty good run and killed several high-ranking professors, but was teleported away to the middle of the desert along with Hestia."  

    "Impressive. Even teaming up on you wasn't enough to kill you." My other half mutters thoughtfully and walks straight into a wall. Her face is flattened from the impact, and she falls onto her bottom. 

    "Hey, it seems we reached the end of the tunnel." I suppress the urge to laugh at her and look around to find that we're in a dead end. There should be some hidden mechanism to open it. 

    "What keen insight, sister." Asoko gets back up and fixes her face with a scowl. 

    "Your own fault for not looking where you're walking." I shrug and run my hands across the wall. 

    "We got that in common. Remember all the dislocated shoulders?" Sighing, my other half helps me and checks the surface from top to bottom. 

    "Are you looking for this?" Hestia suddenly remarks, and we turn around. She's pointing at a large stone lever sticking out of the wall. We were too preoccupied with the idea that just like the mechanism which opened the way to this tunnel, it would be a pressure-plate disguised as just another brick in the wall. "Time to work, Jalil." 

    The fallen angel steps aside and orders our guide in a playful tone. All this time, he's been listening silently, maybe realizing that we're not just monsters. I'm not worried that revealing my story to him may cause problems in the future; he may even tell it to others in this nation and make me famous. 

    Jalil pulls the lever, but it seems to be stuck. Pressing all his weight down onto it with a hop, a creaking sound tells me that it just moved. He does it once more, and it gives way, causing him to stumble and fall. The noise of stone surfaces grinding against each other fills the tunnel.  

    Sand and dust trickle down on us from the cracks in the ceiling as the wall slides sideways, revealing a small crypt with a sarcophagus in the middle. A set of stairs leads up to another room with a double-winged steel door that's locked from the outside. 

    Transforming my hands into blades, I stick them into the gap and then grow them thicker to pry open the wings, causing fresh air to rush inside. Feeling the cold breeze of the night on my skin, I push the doors open fully and step outside first. We're greeted by the starlit sky and the waning moon. 

    After the introspective journey down memory lane in the darkness of the sometimes dry and sometimes damp tunnel, it feels great to be out in the open again. Our destination is still far, but with a new companion at my side, I feel much more confident about our swift return. 

    





   



 Chapter 60 - Desert Storm 

      

      

    Seventeen days have passed since we left Qusantinah. Jalil acquired a map of the Khurut Sultanate sometime along the way and is fulfilling his role as our guide diligently. At one point, I realized that he may have the same supernatural sense of direction that the bard displayed time and again.  

    Not once have we gotten lost even when there were no roads, which is an impressive feat in itself. But just like the bard finding his way through Rathgolim with pinpoint accuracy without ever having been there in his life, Jalil has never left the vicinity of Almadinad and Moqadis. Unlike the bard, he's not a seasoned traveler, so it's even more impressive. 

    In the first town after we left Qusantinah, we bought four camels and decided to stay on the ground instead of flying. The truth is just that none of us want to carry Jalil because putting aside his merits, he's still a disgusting person. 

    In the early afternoon, we reach Jedinah, the last town before the Great Desert of Nagirah. The vegetation has already disappeared save for a few dry bushes, but from here on out, sand and nothing else extends as far as the eyes can see. 

    "Asoko and I are going to stock up on food, you two should go procure rations for yourselves." I separate our roles before entering the wall-less town. I'm comfortable with letting Hestia go with Jalil on her own since I know she can handle herself. And the two of me don't need appropriately prepared meals; we can eat a lot in advance and then go hungry for a while.  

    According to our guide's calculations, it'll take us a little over thirty days to reach the other end of the desert while traveling on camelback. There are no cities along our route before the destination, and locals say that they haven't seen it rain for decades anywhere in it, so oases are unlikely to be found. 

    My other half and I could each transform into a vularen and walk nonstop to cut down on the travel time, but I don't think Hestia or Jalil would be able to sleep on our swaying backs. It's best to let the weakest link dictate our pace here, as he's also the only one who knows the way; neither Hestia nor the two of me understand how to navigate based on the positions of the stars after all.  

    The money inside my storage space is still substantial. Even with another me to feed, as well as the expensive camels we bought, I've still not used up even half of it. Then again, that includes the pile of five hundred dhahaba put aside as payment for Jalil when we part ways with him. But there's still a good amount we can spend apart from that. 

    Guess we'll be having a big feast today, even if it's not prepared by a chef. After all, the amount we need is far from what any kitchen has stocked. 

    "How about this?" I point at a pen that holds four dozen goats. The prices we've encountered so far tells me that they cost sixteen fidiyaton each, and two more when I want them appropriately slaughtered.  

    "Will it be enough?" Tilting her head, Asoko asks seriously. 

    "I saw chickens when we entered the city, and I'm sure they have camels here, too." Replying in an equally serious tone, I wave over the overseer of the goats. The pen is a communal one, so not one person owns all the animals. 

    "Medha turidu?" The man with the goatee asks when he sees us. I've seen aplenty that the position of women is weaker than that of men throughout the sultanate. Women walking around alone better carry a grocery basket lest they get eyed for being up to something; I know that he's not thinking very highly of us since no man is anywhere near us. 

    "Alkullu." I point at the goats in a broad gesture and say. It's one of the most useful words I've learned in this language so far: All. 

    "Medha?" Blinking in surprise and confusion, the overseer looks at the pen and then turns back to me. "Hal'ant majnun?" 

    "Alkullu." Repeating myself calmly, I pull out a leather bag from within my red cloak and rattle its contents demonstratively. I've ordered them by currency inside my body, and this one is filled with fifty dhahaba. It's more than what the goats cost, so I won't be handing it all over. 

    "No need to slaughter them." Asoko lips curl up into a sneer as she adds this under her breath. I do share her enthusiasm in this matter.  

      

    A few hours later, we meet Hestia and Jalil in the town square again. Since I wasn't with the angel girl, her wings were on full display, which caused a gathering to form around her. She's sitting on a roof with her knees crossed, ignoring the masses below. When we approach, she spreads her wings and flies over their heads toward me.  

    "Did you get what you need?" I ask when she lands in front of me and goes for a hug. "We've filled our bellies and got something for you, too." 

    "Yes, Jalil has loaded the camels and is waiting over there." Hestia points to a street away from the square and the attention of the people. It was to avoid pickpockets or thieves, who may try to steal the goods while hiding in the anonymity of a crowd. "What did you get?" 

    "I thought about how magic works." I think back to the peaceful times at the academy when I was still studying without a care in the world. I already guessed when we traveled the first stretch in the desert after arriving here that water magic isn't as convenient as everybody would believe. "Why is the Khurut Sultanate so dry? Why don't the shamans just use water magic?" 

    There's no concept of mana, everybody can cast any number of spells without ever tiring; they only need to know the incantation and have a catalyst in the form of a crystal. So they could be walking around the nation, creating water to make it more fertile. 

    In other words, there's a restriction in the only other element of creation among the four nature affinities. Earth magic requires earth to be present because instead of actually creating it out of thin air, it only uses what's available. The same is true for water magic, as per my experiences in the Khurut Sultanate so far. 

    That would explain why magic in this nation is sealed from the general public. If people learned water spells, they would abuse it for their own gains, making the land even drier. 

    "I think that just like earth magic, water magic requires moisture to be already present in the atmosphere." I summarize my thoughts. "In the desert ahead of us, there will barely be any of it, so I'm afraid that I won't be able to create water for you indefinitely." 

    "Are you sure? You were able to summon plenty of it when we first arrived here." Raising an eyebrow, Hestia wonders. She's partially right because while the amount was not little, it was far less than what I could achieve with the same will when we were in the academy. However, the Nagirah desert is like a dead zone where not a single drop of rain has fallen in decades. The moisture in it has to be near zero.  

    "I'm not sure, but just to be safe, we're bringing our own water." I point at my stomach, where I've packed a dozen humans-sized sealed pots filled with the life-giving liquid. Asoko has the same, and the amount between us should be enough to last for more than thirty days through the desert. Of course, I'll try to cast water spells once we're a few days away from this town, to see whether or not we really have to ration our supplies.  

    "That does reassure me." With a beaming smile, she leads us toward the alleyway in which Jalil has parked our rides. "Will we continue moving today, or wait until morning?"  

    "This is our last opportunity to sleep in a bed with a proper roof over our heads for the coming moon, so I say we use it." Asoko suggests before I can answer. I agree with her sentiment, mainly because at this point, half a day more doesn't make much of a difference. The scars on my left arm tell me that it's been twenty-six days since we were sent away from the academy. And the way it looks, we won't even be out of this nation before another month passes.  

    "I doubt there will be a good inn in this town, but it's better than nothing." Shrugging, I turn to Jalil and gesture for him to find us a place for the night. Not like I'm going to sleep anyway. 

      

    The next morning, we met for our last breakfast among civilization before moving out into the vast nothingness of the Nagirah desert. It spans more than half of the Khurut Sultanate's territories and is the only reason it can compete in size with the Empire of Terminus. But unlike the empire's fertile soil, this is a land of death.  

    The somewhat flat landscape turned to dunes after just a few hours of walking distance from the town. Even the last remnants of dry shrubs disappeared under the sands, and the fact of the matter soon dawned on us that we were well and truly going into a long stretch of emptiness that could become our graves if things went wrong. 

    However, around the early afternoon, we already set up a camp and hide from the relentless rays beating down on us from above. Hestia and especially Jalil are suffering from the heat even though he was born in this nation and should be used to it. 

    But we all underestimated what a real desert is. According to those who have traversed it, not even sandworms live here, unlike in the region we first arrived in. It's truly a place hostile to all life, no matter how hardy. 

    Asoko and I are both fine, though. We're unfathomable existences not from this world, and it seems wherever we came from was even more hostile than this place. If we wanted to, we could transform our bodies into Hestia's template to fly in a straight line, not stopping until we leave this place behind. If it were only about survival, that wouldn't be a problem.  

    "I'm sorry, Chloe." Hestia apologizes while slowly beating her wings to radiate heat. She told me that the Fatas Triarchy is in the far north and has a climate very similar to that of the Kingdom of Lares. I have to commend her for enduring it all this time. 

    "It's alright. Maybe we should change our schedule and move only at night." I pet her hair, then turn to Jalil with this proposition. 

    "Camels no walk in night." He replies while shaking his head and pointing at the animals that are standing under the glaring sun outside our tarp seemingly without a worry. 

    "Then we'll have to start right before dusk and dawn, and split sleeping between the night and midday. Will it take much longer if we do that?" I don't see any other options right now. Jalil is the only one with a sense of direction in this place that appears the same wherever you look, so we'll have to go at his pace.  

    "I sleep on camel back." It's a pretty nonsensical proposition, but I have to give him at least that much for trying to please me. He has to lead the way, so if he sleeps, the camel might go wherever it likes instead. 

    "No, it's alright." I sigh and get up to walk outside. We've set up at the bottom of a shallow valley between two dunes, and I climb to the top to overlook our surroundings. In my previous life, I would have never gotten to see a scene of such terrifying beauty. If somebody had told me that I would find myself in the middle of a desert willingly, I would have laughed at them. But now I'm looking to traverse a route that is deadly to the unprepared. 

    Looking up and glaring back at the sun, I realize the futility of my actions. I can curse as much as I want at the ball of plasma in the sky, but all it'll give me is blindness. Luckily, I can swap out anything in my body with new matter; undoing the transformation in my eye and remaking it from scratch, the white spots on my retina disappear. 

    Such excellent control over my Crawling Chaos body is one of the things Maou-mama taught me. Asoko lacks that, and I've been instructing her ever since we met so that we'll really become equal in our abilities.  

    One time when we were alone, Hestia asked me if I feared the possibility of being replaced by my other half. At the time, the thought had never even crossed my mind, so I doubt it did Asoko's either. But I reassured her that knowing myself, she had no reason to do so. I'm more than willing to share anything I may get from Maou-mama as a princess of the Dominion. In fact, I'm sure our mother isn't foreign to the concept of her children turning into twins through some kinds of accidents. 

    Thinking such idle thoughts, I look ahead toward our destination on the other side of the endless orange sea of sand. I may not be moving as fast as I want to, but I'm doing my best, so wait for my return, Kamii. 

      

    With our readjusted schedule, we made significant headway over the following sixteen days. As I suspected, water magic yielded less and less the further we went into the great dryness, and eventually produced less than a palmful per cast. My precautions to bring a separate supply paid off and will save the lives of Hestia and Jalil. 

    Calculating by the stars above, our guide projected that we almost reached the halfway point. While it was slightly slower than planned, if we kept our pace, we would reach our destination in about twenty more days. 

    However, something unforeseen always happens when one believes everything to go smoothly. For us, it was a massive sandstorm that announced itself on the horizon before noon on the seventeenth day. Our path would have taken us straight through it, but before we could decide how to proceed, it already came toward us and made the choice for us. 

    The moment the wall of sand hit, it tore Hestia and Jalil off their mounts. The roaring noise drowned out my screams as I called out to them to stay where they were. Then my camel, having turned its flank into the direction of the wind due to my pulling on its reins, lost its footing on the side of the dune, and we both tumbled to the ground. 

    Before I got blown too far away, I turned into my true form and stabbed my feet deep into the sand to keep my footing. But it was already too late; within seconds of the storm hitting, our group was scattered, and we lost sight of each other. 

    Instead of haphazardly searching while visibility was near zero, I could only hope that the others were doing the same as I did. Thus, I spread out wings made of countless tentacles that surrounded me like a cocoon, so that I wouldn't be battered by the storm. 

    The sound of the wind outside dies down several hours later, and I emerge from the cocoon like a butterfly, only to find myself buried in the sand up to my waist. The sun is beating down on the lands just like before and makes the storm that darkened the sky seem like a dream. 

    I pull myself out of the dune and begin to look around. There's a small mound near me, and I run over while transforming back into my human form; if it's Jalil, I don't need him going insane at my sight. 

    But when I shovel the sand away with my hands, I find the camel I was riding. It's dead, suffocated by the drift that piled up on it. My heart sinks at the thought that the others may have suffered the same fate. 

    "Hestia! Jalil!" I call out to them but get no response. Knowing myself, I shouldn't worry about my other half; seeing as I was able to weather the storm without a problem, she should have as well. So reuniting with at least one person may be a good start. "Asoko!" 

    Either she's still buried and doesn't hear me, or she was swept away by the storm over a fair distance. I only hope that the same is true for the other two. 

    I transform the interior of my nose into that of a vularen and sniff the air for their scents. I smell nothing, meaning the storm must have really blown them far away and then taken any traces of their trail along with it. When I emerged from my cocoon, the world around me was already separated by the blue sky above and orange dunes reaching beyond the horizon. No signs of where the storm has moved on to, so I don't even know where to begin. 

    There are no landmarks in sight, and the sun is almost exactly above me. We were moving toward the north-east, but I can't even tell which direction that is right now. All I can do is try to search the immediate surroundings first. 

    "Pilum Gradum." I chant while stomping on the sand, trying to pull matter from as deep under the ground as I can reach, hoping that there may be bedrock somewhere hidden underneath it all. 

    However, all I can muster is a pillar of sand, which loses its form right away and collapses into a formless pile. My attempt at creating a landmark to orientate myself with has failed, and I can't really think of anything else that would allow me to find back to this place after circling through the air for a while. 

    The wind continually shifts the dunes, so drawing something on the ground doesn't work either. I would have used the camel's blood for that purpose if it had been possible. And even if I can use water to shape the sand, it would dry out quickly and collapse on itself like my attempt at creating a pillar just now. 

    Crossing my arms, I look around for anything I could use, but it's a fool's errand. The only thing that breaks the monotonous landscape is the half-buried camel, which is slowly being swallowed by the sand again. 

    Extending my hand, I turn it into a spike that stabs into the carcass and bends into a hook on the inside. Dragging it up to the top of the dune, I place it in front of me and retract my arm. Casting a fire spell on it, I set it aflame, causing the smoke to rise toward the sky. This should last for a while. 

    Spreading my wings, I fly up to a height at which I can still make out the camel's burning body before starting to circle the area with a Fata's eyes trained on anything that may be an irregularity. Their enhanced sight even allows me to see the footprints I left behind just now, as they slowly disappear in the breeze. 

    Soaring through the air for a while without finding anything, I begin to grind my teeth in frustration. I can't lose Hestia in the desert. Not like this. I don't fear for Asoko's life because I know she can make it out of here in a few days if she flies in a straight line without stopping. But I can't do that when the angel girl is missing. 

    The fire slowly dies down, and the smoke dissipates in the winds, so I return to my starting point after a fruitless search. This can't be how it ends, I won't accept that. 

    "Where are you, Hestia!" I roar at the top of my lungs. Silence is all I get in response. 

      

    About an hour later, the sun has moved toward one end of its path sufficiently for me to tell where east and west is again. I have the option to continue my journey alone now, but I would never leave Hestia behind to die. No way will I believe she is already dead. 

    But searching aimlessly won't get me anywhere. I anchored myself into the sands, and it didn't feel like I moved at all during the storm. In other words, this is where we got separated. As far as I can remember, the winds came at us from the front and slightly right, so unless it spontaneously changed directions, it should have moved towards the west. 

    I transform both my hands into vularen heads, complete with their olfactory systems, and start with the basics again. With more noses and closer to the ground, I may be able to pick up faint traces better than I did before. The scorched camel isn't helping with its stench, so I swallow its remains whole before starting my search. 

    As I move in the same direction as the sun is, I try to pick up on anything that's out of the ordinary. Aside from the desert's distinct smell, there are the clothes on my body and remnants of the barbecue from earlier. I notice that my body itself doesn't seem to have any scent of its own, but I attribute that to my nature. In either case, there's still no sign of the others. 

    I turn around for the first time after I started moving, to see how far I've gone from the scorch mark on the sands left by the burnt camel carcass, only to find that it has disappeared already. But that's not the only thing I notice, and I feel my jaw dropping at the sight. 

    In the far off distance, there's a walled city, its form wavering in the heat rising from the ground. 

    Just in case, I blink my eyes several times, then use the Fata eye template to zoom in, only to find that nothing changes about what I see. I turn around, close my eyes, and count to ten before opening them and looking back. 

    The city seems to have moved closer, and I grow skeptical; that has got to be a mirage. I didn't see it from the sky earlier, which should have been impossible. Maybe the angle of the sun allows me to see it now, while it wasn't visible before. 

    I glance at the position of the sun and return my eyes to the mirage, only to find that it's even closer now. The wavering air is still there, but no matter how I look at it, the walls look real. I even see movement on the walls and inside the open gates. 

    Just in case, I turn away one more time and try looking again. But as if it sensed my intentions, the mirage didn't get closer this time around. Or maybe it has reached the minimum distance at which it can still be interpreted as nothing but an optical illusion, while at the same time seeming so incredibly real. 

    Could this be a hallucination created by some monster that lives in this desert? Maybe nobody knows about its existence because nobody ever lives to tell the tale. I wouldn't understand why anything living would ever choose such a place to find victims, but it doesn't matter. 

    It's going to choke on me. 

    





   



 Chapter 61 - City Of Revelry 

      

      

    Unlike actual mirages, this one doesn't move away from me at the same pace as I'm trying to move toward it. The fact that it was closer each time I turned around, except for the one time I consciously tested it out, already told me this isn't a natural phenomenon. But as I approach it, its form becomes more solid, and the wavering air ceases eventually. 

    I undid the transformation of the vularen heads on my hands, but the interior of my nose is still that of one. It picks up the smells of people, food, and less pleasant things that come with humans. If I didn't know better, I'd swear this is a real city. This must be the doing of somebody or something, and I'm willing to bet a leg that it has to do with the disappearance of my companions. 

    The guards standing outside the gates aren't paying any attention; instead, they play cards or roll dice while making merry. Even while I walk past them, not a single person acknowledges my existence, as if I were invisible. If this weren't a tense situation, I'd poke one of them in the ear as a test. 

    When I go inside, I see that the main street leads straight toward a castle. The roads are busy with people hanging up colorful paper decorations, each and every one of them wearing outfits to match the generally festive atmosphere. It seems that whoever is in charge has prepared a welcome party for me. 

    As I look around, I spot Jalil. Before I can call out to him, his sight perplexes me and causes my eyebrow to shoot up involuntarily. He's not wearing the clothes I last saw him with, donning something similar to the people around him instead. A part of me wonders whether or not I just got the wrong rat-like person with a pencil mustache, but when he speaks and laughs, his voice is exactly the same as I remember it. 

    Everything points to him being brainwashed, as he's carrying a basket filled with paper flowers and distributing them to the others around him without a care in the world. It's as if he has been a part of this town for a long time and knows everybody here well, even though we only got separated a few hours ago. 

    To not disturb whatever is keeping him in that state, I leave him behind and continue toward the castle. That's the most likely place for whoever is orchestrating this to be. Something tells me that Hestia is there as well, instead of being treated as a simple human being like Jalil. 

    But when I reach a plaza located halfway to my destination, a parade blocks my passage. I could easily fly over it, but I don't want to draw the attention of these people, who may be controlled by the mastermind behind all this. The last thing I need is for an army of humans to descend on me. Not like it would be difficult to dispose of them, as long as they have no mages, but they could be doing it against their wills. 

    "Join us!" Suddenly, Jalil's voice comes from behind me, and I spin my head around. He's holding a large jug of something that smells unmistakably of Halib Alqarfa, the alcoholic drink Ayman ordered for me in the underground slave bar. 

    "What are you doing here?" Now that I've been noticed, I can drop any attempts at blending in, and speak to him directly. 

    "Carnival of Chaos today. Everybody dance and drink!" Handing me the jug with a grin, he announces loudly, earning cheers and applause from the people around us. There's not a hint of fear or respect toward me in him, but he does recognize who I am. Something must be controlling his thoughts to a certain extent, but not have him under its sway completely. 

    "I'm honored that there's a carnival in my name." Tilting my head and replying with an innocent smile, I test the waters. 

    "You joke. Carnival of Chaos for Al-Majnun." Waving me off as if I made a silly mistake, Jalil corrects me with a laugh. I join him in laughter while wracking my brain to understand this situation. That name has come up several times now, and I still don't know who or what exactly that is - only that it has the title of 'The Great Deceiver' and that Hanif and Fayza called me a shard of it.  

    "Will we meet Al-Majnun?" I ask my brainwashed guide in a whisper to avoid being overheard, though I doubt anything in this city goes unnoticed by whoever runs it. He nods fervently in reply, then turns around on the spot and throws up his hands in joy. 

    "Praise Al-Majnun! Come today!" He speaks with religious ardor, and the masses join him in praising the entity that seems to visit this city soon. 

    Maybe this entire city is like one large livestock pen, in which humans are gathered over a long time before Al-Majnun comes down to consume them all in a great feast. That sure does sound like a Great Deceiver, when an entire city can go unnoticed for centuries while it travels the desert and pulls in travelers.  

    Whatever the case, this place is bad news. I need to find Hestia fast, then take Jalil, and get out of here as quickly as possible. Considering I'm not brainwashed, Asoko should be fine as well. If she's here, I have to contact her somehow. 

    "Have you seen Hestia?" I try asking just in case, but he doesn't seem to hear me anymore as he joins the reveling crowd. Now that I know this city and the people in it are real, I can use my vularen nose to find the angel girl if she's indeed here. 

    Weaving my way through the mass of people in the parade, I act like I'm celebrating with them. I do have to admit that the music they're playing is quite captivating and catch myself dancing for real. Don't tell me that tune is the medium for the brainwashing effect on this city? 

    To make absolutely sure I'm not affected, I plug my ears from the inside without showing anything on the outside. Only muffled sounds reach me, but luckily this isn't a modern city with cars I would have to look out for. 

    With this danger out of the way, I leave the plaza behind and begin my search. 

      

    It doesn't take long before I find the trail. Hestia's scent lingers in the air, meaning she passed through here not long ago. Although my target had been to visit the castle, her safety takes priority. At least I don't pick up the smell of blood, so she's not hurt. 

    The trail takes me into some side streets, which are equally busy with people decorating and celebrating. It seems that the city's entire population is on its feet and participating in this without caring about maintaining a functioning infrastructure. Even the guards are joining the mindless revelry, not paying attention to a stranger like me passing through. 

    Finally, I come upon a wide road where another parade is moving toward the castle. It resembles the Shinto street festivals in Japan, where several people shoulder a large wooden palanquin with a shrine on top. But this one is quite different in that instead of shrines, colorful dancers are riding on the platforms. 

    And atop the tallest of them, I spot Hestia's black wings, as they spread and beat to the rhythm of the music. She's wearing a belly dancer outfit, performing the same moves as the natives. The hypnosis of this town is affecting her as well. 

    Now that I found her, I don't need to keep a low profile anymore. Pushing my way through the crowd forcefully, I run toward the giant palanquin and quickly climb onto it. 

    "Chloe!" When Hestia turns around and notices me, her already joyful expression becomes even more beaming. "You have come as well! Join us in this Carnival of Chaos!" 

    "We're getting out of here." I take a step forward to grab her, but she avoids my hand playfully. 

    "Why? It is so much fun!" Continuing to smile and dance, she asks innocently. It seems that Al-Majnun has her completely under his sway, and my words don't reach her.  

    "You're being controlled." Even though I know it's most likely futile to try reasoning with her in her current state, it's best to keep her mind occupied than to let it sink deeper into hypnosis. Proper brainwashing isn't undone by a few simple words; it requires more drastic measures. 

    "What is so bad about that? I am having the time of my life." Her response is as I expected it to go. This Great Deceiver sure knows how to keep his victims in line; fun and distractions are much better tools for inhibiting free thought than fear and oppression. 

    I'm done talking and take another step toward Hestia while spreading my arms, ready to grab her. The music around us stops, and she suddenly pulls out a knife from somewhere, which she holds to her own eye without hesitation. I freeze and stare at her in shock. 

    "No, do not ruin the atmosphere, Chloe." She pouts like a child whose toy was about to be taken away. The knife is swaying dangerously close to her red iris because our footing is being carried by living and breathing people. "Join us!" 

    "Join us!" In a choir, all the people around us repeat her words. When I look around, I see that they're doing the same as Hestia, each having produced some sharp implement to threaten suicide with. Among them are small children, but I couldn't care any less for the lives of these humans even if I had known them for longer than just a passing glance. I don't know what this Al-Majnun is thinking, but he seems to have misjudged me for some kind of hero with morals.  

    For a second, I calculate my chances of reaching Hestia before she can drive that knife into her skull. They don't look too high, so I straighten my back and lift my hands in surrender. As long as she's alive, and I'm not under the influence of the hypnosis, an opportunity will present itself to free her from it. 

    "That is the correct choice." Smiling from the bottom of her heart, she extends a hand to me and gestures for me to take it. Meanwhile, her other is still holding the knife in place. I'm sure Al-Majnun will continue to keep her as a hostage until he takes over my mind as well. 

    "So, what now?" Without taking the invitation, I ask her, but direct it at the will behind her actions. 

    "Dance!" Without a care in the world for the knife pointed at her eye, she begins swaying, just as the music starts again. My heart beats faster at the thought that she might accidentally kill herself, and I stay rooted in place as the palanquin continues to move down the street. 

    From the corner of my eyes, I see that we're heading toward the castle. The plaza in front of its gates seems to be the main city square, where several parades converge to form a mass of dancing people. That's most likely where the climax of this festival happens, and I doubt I'll like the form that may take. 

    Before then, I need to secure Hestia. Thus, I start dancing as well, acting as if I've come under the influence of the city so that I can slowly get closer to her. She cheers and laughs at my newfound willingness to participate, unsuspecting of my true intentions. But she's keeping the knife in place, so the will behind her knows that I haven't succumbed to it yet. We're just seconds away from reaching the plaza, but I have to do this carefully. 

    Then, without warning, I spring forward and extend my left hand into its tentacle form to grab the knife, letting the blade sink into my body. Judging by the surprise in her eyes, whoever took over her mind didn't know I was capable of that. That also means they couldn't have manipulated her memories, so I breathe a sigh of relief. 

    But Hestia suddenly begins to chant something that defies my hearing. She seems to be casting the light magic unique to Fatas that she used a few times before now, but I don't want to wait around to find out whether it's an offensive or defensive spell. 

    "Sorry about that." With this quick apology, I use my other hand to plug her mouth. Her eyes widen in surprise, and she tries to struggle free from my tentacles wrapped around her one hand while flailing her other at me. My form dissolves and latches onto her the same way it did in Almadinad; turning into a bodysuit, I stop all of her movements on the spot. 

    Now what? I can't forcefully move her body against her will, or I could risk ripping her muscles and bend her joints the wrong way. Stuck like this, we reach the center of the plaza as the other palanquins form a circle around us. 

    The humans no longer hold themselves hostage and begin to undulate, a sea of bodies making waves like the surface of the ocean. With the music rising and singing voices growing louder, I suspect that the climax is near. 

    Suddenly, everything stops, and the entire city goes silent. All around us, faces are turned up to look into the sky, above the center of the plaza. That means right above the largest palanquin atop which I turned Hestia and myself into an unmoving statue - sitting ducks for whatever is descending on us. 

    As before, I can see in every direction even without eyes, so I look up to notice a flying man in a flamboyant outfit that hides every inch of his skin even in this heat. He wears a jester's cap and a richly ornamented mask with a grin that reaches from ear to ear. Arms spread in a grand gesture, he slowly floats down and sets foot on the platform just a few steps away from me. 

    Not even wasting any time to let him talk, two spikes extend from my body wrapped around Hestia, one aimed at his head and the other at his chest. 

    But the man bends his body in impossible ways, avoiding both by a few millimeters each. A cackling laugh emerges from behind his mask as he steps in place and strikes a ridiculous pose. 

    "Why so serious?" He asks in a fittingly high-pitched voice while pointing at me with one hand at hip-height and the other raised over his head. Then he spins around his own axis on the tip of his foot, hops up and spreads his arms and legs to form an X. "It's the Carnival of Chaos!" 

    I don't humor him and extend a whole array of spikes at this back. Without even looking, he jumps into the air to avoid them all, then lands at my side as I pull them back. 

    "Don't be so hasty, Chloe." He speaks in Hestia's voice, then continues in Jalil's. "Master misunderstand." 

    "What is there to misunderstand? You brainwashed her." I cover the angel girl's face with a mask that's mostly my true face and growl at him in my soul-grating tone. Of course, I made sure to plug her ears first. 

    "Not at all." Returning to his regular voice, he shrugs exaggeratedly and tilts his head, wholly unaffected by my voice. Then he straightens his neck and continues. "This is just a festival, nothing more." 

    If I had eyes, they would have widened in surprise. That last line was just spoken in Asoko's voice - or my own. He could have heard it when I talked to Hestia and Jalil, but something tells me he met my other half. 

    "Did you kill her?" I ask without beating around the bush. Even after seeing my face and hearing my voice, he doesn't waver, so he can't be human. But at the same time, I realize that not a single person in the plaza has screamed even though I'm on full display. Something strange is going on here. 

    "Why would I do something so barbaric? She's having her every desire satisfied as we speak." Bowing and gesturing at the castle behind him, he replies while acting offended. The horns of his jester cap droop in dejection as if they were extensions of his body. It only lasts for a moment, and they perk up again while he spins around and balances on one leg while addressing the gathered masses in an almost contorted pose. "What say we get the revelry started?" 

    Tempestuous applause rises from all around us, and the music starts again. The vast majority starts to dance, but some get undressed and begin to partake in carnal pleasures with no regard for the time and place. Children and the elderly are present as well, but to my horror, I see that some of them also pull off their clothes to join the orgy. 

    But among all the chaos, there's no violence, no screaming in pain or anger. Only joyful debauchery unfettered by societal standards or morals. In its own twisted way, this festival is providing the citizens with release and happiness. 

    "Now, let's go see your sister." Turning to me, the jester suggests without leaving me any other choices. The palanquin begins to move toward the gates, though there's no way it could fit. It seems that this was planned from the beginning though, as the platform connects to the top of the battlements, where a group of dancers, both male, and female, welcome us with open arms. 

    I'll have to play his game if I want to leave this city without any ill effects remaining on Hestia's mind. And Asoko is also a concern, even though I know she can handle herself. Lastly, Jalil should be fine as long as he only continues to party like a madman. 

    "But first, can you let the poor angel go?" Leading the way, the masked man asks of me. "I'm not one to judge kinks and fetishes, but she may be at her limit." 

    I instantly separate from Hestia and pull the hand, which I turned into a smooth tentacle to not harm her insides, out of her throat. She hacks and coughs, drawing breath again after being denied it for so long. Her crimson eyes focus on me, and to my surprise, her lips curl up into a smile. Combined with those flushed cheeks that are entirely uncharacteristic of oxygen deprivation, I'm led to believe that she may have awakened to something. 

    "It's always lovely to see somebody discover a new form of pleasure." The jester comments with a tilt of his head, driving the figurative final nail into my coffin of suspicion. 

    "Damn! Don't make this a habit, Hestia!" I grab her face and look into her eyes with an intent gaze. 

    "You were the one who gave me a glimpse into this world, Chloe." She breathes hotly, and I freeze over. It's already too late, and she has embraced the deviant pleasure of asphyxiation in her currently elevated state of mind because of the brainwashing. 

    That means I just have to undo that for her to bury that fetish into the dark recesses of her already corruption-addled mind. When I think about it this way, I'm to blame no matter what. 

    Sighing, I wordlessly follow the jester as he and the dancers lead us deeper into the castle. 

      

    "Hey, you're finally here!" Asoko calls out to me cheerfully when our flamboyant guide pushes open the door to a large banquet hall. It seems that she had already started partying way before it officially commenced. The evidence of that is lying around everywhere, in the form of dirty empty plates and sleeping, naked girls.  

    In fact, the entire room is filled with feasting individuals and undulating duos - or more. Several people play a sensual tune while being fed and caressed by others. I even spot some of them multitasking with their mouths and lower bodies, playing instruments at the same time as they're directing a mismatched choir of pleasurable moans. 

    I don't see anybody who may be the leader, so at this point, either the jester is that person, or he's just a mouthpiece, and the real perpetrator has yet to take to the stage. Whichever the case, now that I found everybody again, things should look up. 

    "Someone seems to have been enjoying herself." I assert, looking at my other half currently engaging in both forms of eating with a dark-skinned girl. 

    "Aren't we lucky that this town was holding a festival like this right when we came here?" She says with a smirk and turns to her partner again. Judging by her eyes, she isn't under Al-Majnun's control and actually thinks this is normal. 

    "I will join you!" Hestia declares in an upbeat tone and walks forward with a buoyant step. I grab her wrist and pull her back, eliciting a cute noise of surprise from her. "Oh, of course. Why would I do it with the other you, when you are here?" 

    "This party is over!" I announce in a firm voice, and everybody stops what they're doing for a moment to stare at me. Then laughter fills the hall in response to what they may think was a joke, and they continue the feast and orgy. "Hey, I'm seri-owaaah?!" 

    I jump and squeal in surprise. 

    "Hmmm, where is that stick?" Hestia just stuck a hand between my thighs and tried to find the hole that shall not be named. 

    "W-w-what are you doing?" Covering my buttocks with both my hands, I stare at her with my eyes almost popping out of their sockets. I was lucky that whenever I'm naked, I make a habit of not recreating certain human facilities. When I wrapped myself around the angel girl earlier, the red cloak went inside me after all, and I didn't put it back on again in case the need to spontaneously transform arises. 

    "I remarked that you're acting like there's a stick up your butt, but she seems to have taken that literally." The jester explains Hestia's behavior, and I can't decide whether to punch in that leery mask of his with a bone-enhanced fist or hug the fallen angel for being so naive. 

    I guess I can do both. 

    Grabbing Hestia by the waist with one hand, I pull her in. At the same time, my other hand turns into a club made from the hardest bone found in the vularen body. The arm it's attached to explosively extends toward the masked man's face. Just as my lips lock with the angel girl's, I feel my fist impacting something and hear a cracking sound. 

    "Have you gotten in the mood, Chloe?" When we separate, Hestia asks with a bemused expression. Seeing the orgy all around us does remind me of the fact that I haven't done it in a while. However, this is hardly the time or place for it, even if it kind of is; we need to get out of this enchanted city as quickly as possible. 

    When I turn around, I find that the jester is still standing, but his head is bent away from me at an odd angle with shards of his mask lying on the ground. There are plenty of people who saw what I did, but not a single one of them seems to care. That means he's still in control. 

    "My, you are a fierce one." The previously high-pitched voice has become lower and darker, with an unnatural reverb that a body as slender as his couldn't usually produce. He's showing his true self after all now. 

    His neck cracks and rights itself, and I get a peek at what lies under the mask. It just happens to be another mask, but that of a grimacing jester. 

    "Why would you bring violence to this peaceful city?" Tilting his head with one last unhealthy-sounding crack, he asks in an offended tone, falling back into his previous voice for a moment. Then he bends forward and looms over me in anger, even if his face is hidden. "Why?!" 

    "You brainwashed everybody. That's not real peace!" I stand my ground and hold myself back from punching him again for violating my private space like this. 

    "Oh? Is that what you think? I did no such thing." He pulls back and pulls off the remaining pieces of the broken mask still sticking to the new one underneath them. "I merely showed them what it's like to no longer be bound by the shackles of societal standards." 

    "Do you really believe humans can live in peace when not shackled?" The derisive tone in my question surprises me, but it's an undeniable truth I've been a witness to before. "Whatever they're doing, they aren't free." 

    "Why so cynical? Learn from your better half." Pointing at Asoko, who didn't even notice what I did, the jester suggests. 

    "She didn't experience the same things as I did." I narrow my eyes at his wording. Was that a deliberate pun or pure coincidence? 

    "And that's your answer!" Raising his arms in a celebratory gesture, he announces grandly. "The world out there is a desert; pain and suffering is the coarse, rough, and irritating sand that gets everywhere. This city is an oasis; hedonism its life-giving water, freeing people from the foul nature of humans." 

    "Are you saying that the people here have never experienced hardships?" He sounds like a cult leader, so I'm more than skeptical about any of his words. 

    "They no longer recall any of those things." Shrugging, the jester replies with what I consider an incriminating statement. So he did mess with their heads. "The same will be true for you once you accept my blessing." 

    "Who are you?" At this point, I feel compelled to ask. Everything points to him being the ringleader behind all of this, which would mean he's the Great Deceiver Al-Majnun. 

    "You already know, don't you?" Taking off his mask only to reveal another one, laughing like the first he wore before I broke it, he responds mysteriously. "After all, you said you were a shard of me." 

    The instant I have confirmation, my front bursts open and countless spikes impale him. Or at least they were meant to, but only shredded clothes remain where he was a split second ago. 

    "The empire named me Psycophantas. Where you came from, I'm called Bryaledi." Al-Majnun's voice echoes through the halls from all sides. "I don't like the title those gave me. The Perverter of Order - it sounds like I'm an anarchist or even a villain."  

    "Then, what are you?" I play his game to stall for time, so that I can sort my thoughts. Bryaledi is one of the fourteen gods, and the month when we were cast through the transportation circle is named after him - Bryaleditid. That could have been a tremendous coincidence, or everything was going according to his plans to get me here. But for what? 

    "I prefer the term visionary." Bowing with an exaggerated gesture, he replies to my unfriendly tone with the exact opposite. All I knew about this god was that he's a symbol of hedonistic pursuits, which the empire views as undesirable. Now I see that he's also a trickster with the power to influence minds. 

    "I think psychopath describes it pretty well." It's perfect that his name in the Empire of Terminus sounds quite similar, so I use that to rile him up. 

    "It takes one to know one, doesn't it?" A voice next to my ear whispers, and I spin around to find nothing. 

    Suddenly, I notice that I'm alone. The hall is completely empty, and the furniture has disappeared. Hestia, whom I was holding only moments ago, is gone as well. In fact, this place isn't even the same as the one we were in just now. Octagonal pillars are holding a ceiling that disappears into the darkness above, the floor tiles are checkered black and white, and the room extends into infinity in every direction as far as I can see. 

    How did he do that without me noticing? Have I fallen under his hypnosis? 

    "Indeed, it's all in your head." Al-Majnun's voice announces. "Looks pretty empty here, doesn't it?" 

    "Ha-ha." I fake a laugh. "Let me out." 

    "What are you saying? How can anybody ever leave the confines of their own mind?" Suddenly, the jester appears out of thin air a few steps away from me and tilts his head while speaking in a tone that suggests I just made a dumb request. 

    "You know the saying 'out of sight, out of mind,' right?" It's a rhetorical question because I've heard it often enough. If this is inside my mind, I should have full control over anything that happens here. After all, I'm conscious and aware of it. "I'll just have to kick you out." 

    "How about you? Do you know the saying 'being out of one's mind'?" My opposite asks in an equally rhetorical tone. He snaps his gloved fingers, and my surroundings begin to twist and collapse. The floor tiles scatter and fall into the blank nothingness that opens below, and the pillars as in a kaleidoscopic image until they fold out of sight. 

    I grow Hestia's wings and beat them to stay in place, but when everything around me disappears, I don't even know whether I'm rising or falling. Any sense of direction is gone in an instant, then the feelings in my body vanish, and finally, only my consciousness is floating in the twilight of my mind. Flickering like a candle in the wind, it grows dimmer as I can no longer describe my surroundings with words. It no longer exists, and soon, neither will I. 

    Is this... death? 

    





   



 Chapter 62 - Challenge The Depths 

      

      

    Kamii has been commuting to and from the guild hall for the past moon and a half. Rolan and the others would let her join them whenever they scoured the shallow parts of the Lost Tombs, but have as of yet not made any deeper delves. 

    Daica has eventually come around to the revelation that Mahkotoh is the daughter of Demon Queen Pelomyx. Since then, she has worked tirelessly to utilize her network in search of the missing demon princess. At this point, word has already begun spreading to their dark elf brethren on the continent of Enorath, where the Empire of Terminus, the Fatas Triarchy, the Mineva Republic, and the Khurut Sultanate are located. 

    They're using a sketch created by Senka, who has a prodigious talent for it. Copied by a newspaper printing firm employing earth mages, it's now traveling across the world and hopefully helping people identify Mahkotoh to guide her back to Kongenssoevn. 

    With her little sister busying herself like that, Kamii felt restless about the feeling that she was the only one not doing anything worthwhile with her time. They were never taking risks in the Lost Tombs and only earned negligible rewards in return.  

    She had plenty of opportunities to show them her quick thinking and perceptive mind, so when yesterday Rolan finally told her that they would be trying out a hidden path Sigurd discovered, she had to suppress the urge to rejoice openly and loudly. It meant they trusted her with their backs now. 

    Today would be dedicated to making preparations for this foray into the unknown darkness. The little dark elf was grouped with Gram to procure provisions, supplies and climbing gear, while the others each got their own tasks to fulfill. Basically, they're giving her the easiest job once again, as they know the big man will carry everything on his own. 

    But she decided to show what she's truly capable of, not only as a dark elf but also as a cursed being. The strength in her body - and especially the crab arm - is far greater than she has ever let on, and she now pulls the overloaded small cart they rented for this occasion. 

    "You were hiding this all along, huh?" Gram scratches the top of his bald head when he sees her effortlessly drag it behind herself as if it were empty. The pavement isn't very smooth, which only makes it harder, but she hasn't once slowed down since the beginning of the day, and not a hint of sweat can be seen on her face even under the glaring midday sun. 

    "I had to." Kamii replies curtly, her expression making it clear that she started doing this when she was still a slave. If they had found out about her physical gifts, she would have been treated quite differently - and not any better. 

    "There have been many shocking revelations since last summer, but this one is quite welcome." Smiling wryly, the big man shrugs. 

    "You have seen nothing yet." The little dark elf looks at Gram with her usual expressionless face, and he blinks in surprise. Scratching his chin nervously, he files that statement away under uncomfortable at best and terrifying at worst. 

    "I feel like I don't know you anymore." He hangs his shoulders in resignation, hoping she won't respond to that. When she remains quiet and continues to walk, he's relieved. 

    They make their way back to the guild after clearing everything on the shopping list. The cart is pulled toward the stables in the back of the building, where a rope lift allows them to bring everything up to their second-floor rooms. 

    Once they finish their work, they head back down into the gathering hall, where they meet up with the other members who have also completed their tasks for the day. For now, those are Hreidunn, Sigurd, and Vigdis, who sit on the corner couches chatting. 

    "We're done." Gram plops down on the big sofa chair, and Kamii takes the seat next to the water mage. Although the little dark elf doesn't show her emotions much, the two of them seem to get along well. The two look close in apparent age, but everybody suspects that Kamii is actually almost as old as Hreidunn. 

    "Did you already bring everything upstairs?" The ranger eyes the two in wonder, especially since the big man doesn't look the least tired. 

    "Kamii is full of surprises. It's as if she's trying to emulate the missy when she was still with us." Replying with a laugh, Gram waves over the waitress to order himself a large jug of beer. Sigurd shoots him a wide-eyed glare, either for mentioning Chloe or for starting to drink again, but the latter doesn't get the message. "What?" 

    "You shouldn't drink." Ignoring the big man's insensitive reminder of Mahkotoh's absence, the dark elf explains the other point of criticism in the bard's gaze. 

    "Oh, come on. I'll be fine by tomorrow." Pouting, the big man crosses his arms in defiance, earning a chuckle from Vigdis. 

    "It's alright. He can hold his liquor better than anyone here." Rolan's voice announces his arrival, and everybody turns around. He's with Leif, back from their errand together. "We got them." 

    With this, they're all set for the long expedition into the unknown depths. 

      

    The next morning, they left the guild hall early, each carrying a large backpack filled with supplies that should last them about a fortnight. For the first time, Kamii's luggage weighs the same as everybody else's since Gram, who usually takes her share, needs to carry the heavier equipment this time.  

    Stocking up on the free torches at the entrance beyond the Delvers' Delight, the tavern located the deepest in the Lost Tombs and run by the hardiest couple in all of Kongenssoevn, they began their descent into the darkness. 

    At first, they still met the occasional group or lone thrill-seeker, but their path eventually took them far away from where anybody else usually treads. Sigurd had discovered a hidden trap door in the ceiling of what had always looked like a dead end, so they would see where that led them. 

    Rolan had to stand atop Gram's shoulders and try various methods to pry the square slab of stone open. Eventually, he chiseled away at the corners, and it nearly hit his head while swinging downward. The cloud of dust coming down on him turned his entire outfit gray, then the big man sneezed, and the two of them collapsed into a pile of limbs. 

    When the dust settled, Leif held his staff up to illuminate what lay beyond the opening with a small flame. Just as Sigurd had predicted, there was a ladder chiseled into the stone, leading up into the darkness. It was barely wide enough for Gram's shield to fit vertically, so it would take them some time to climb it. 

    Luckily, the bard had the brilliant idea to have Hreidunn scout ahead first and see if there was a place to attach a pulley at the top. This way, they would at least be able to hoist all the luggage up instead of carrying it on their backs while climbing. It turned out to be the right call, as the magical lamp on her collar showed those who stayed behind that it was a long way up.  

    When everybody arrived at the top of the stone ladder, the bard announced that they were in an uncharted section of the Lost Tombs. From here, their delve for unknown riches could begin in earnest. 

      

    On the fourth day in the catacombs, Sigurd notices a shuffling sound coming from the corner ahead of them and lifts a hand to stop the whole procession. They all know what this signifies, but the location is what alarms them. Hreidunn gives the bard a questioning glance, but he shakes his head in incomprehension. 

    The little dark elf is the only person who can see well in the dark. She looks ahead of them, outside the cone of light from their lamp crystals. A single figure just rounded the corner and is now approaching them slowly, but the others can't see him yet. 

    It's a man wearing chainmail, holding a sword in the right hand while the left one is barely hanging onto the rest of the body by a little muscle and skin. A broken shield is still strapped to his useless forearm, dangling with every scuffling step. His skin is pale, his movements are sluggish, and the gash in his left flank goes nearly all the way to the spine. Whatever cut him treated his armor as if it didn't exist in the first place. 

    It's an undead adventurer, one who died a few days ago at most. Kamii remembers when Mahkotoh brought her along on the request of the annual cemetery cleansing in Hovsgaerden. Back then, she used a single light magic spell that spread across a large area and purified all the undead instantly. They don't have anybody capable of doing that among them, so it won't be as easy here. 

    "There it is!" Hreidunn says while nocking an arrow and aiming into the darkness ahead. She's the second best in night vision after the little dark elf, though it's only at the limits of what is humanly possible. 

    "Wait, let it get a little closer." Rolan orders in a quiet tone. If there are others, they may get alarmed by one of them falling. For now, this man is the only one in the entire corridor ahead of them, but there may be more around the corner. 

    "He must have died a day or two ago." Commenting in a whisper, Gram holds onto his shield's handles with so much force that his knuckles turn white. His fear of the undead would be considered entirely rational if he weren't a combat veteran - one who has faced such enemies countless times. Even now, he can't overcome it completely. 

    "This is far enough." Kamii suddenly says and points ahead of them. "Take it." 

    Surprised by the sudden order, Hreidunn does as she's told and shoots the undead man through the skull. Now that the first move has been made, Rolan visibly suppresses the urge to complain and draws his sword to swiftly decapitate the staggered enemy. He props up the falling body, but the helmeted head performs an arc through the air away from him. Gram tries to catch it but fumbles the package in a mixture of fear and disgust.  

    Everybody holds their breaths, as they can't reach it in time. The loud thud from the helmet on the stone floor will, without a doubt, alert all the undead in their surroundings. But Kamii's crab pincer comes in and just barely snatches it before it hits the ground.  

    "Nice save." Leif whispers with a sigh, and all the built-up tension leaves his body. Vigdis leans on her staff, fearing that her legs might give out if she doesn't. 

    Quietly putting down the severed head, Kamii once again wonders why Rolan isn't using the ancient enchanted blade called Roshanee, which he found among the fake treasures of the lich king. Instead, he wields a regular one he bought later; there must be a reason for going out of his way to get a new weapon just to avoid using it. So far, she still hasn't glimpsed it, even after repeatedly hearing that it possesses incredible power. 

    "That wound is from a blade trap. Let me go ahead from now on." Sigurd examines the headless corpse and warns the party in a hushed voice. He then signals for Gram to follow closely behind him. If an enemy appears, he'll be able to retreat behind the safety of the big man's shield quickly that way. 

    With this, the formation shifts to Hreidunn taking the rear guard alongside Rolan, while Leif, Vigdis, and Kamii are in the safe center. The latter has repeatedly expressed her wish to fight at the front but was denied that request each time. The bard told her that she's in charge of protecting the two mages, and even though she knows that he's treating her like a child by giving her a mission that only sounds important, she accepted it. Anything can happen in a labyrinth filled with invisible trap doors and moving walls.  

    "Why was he here? I thought this was uncharted territory." The leader asks from the back. 

    "Maybe he fell through a hidden trap door, or we did loop back around into a familiar place. But there are no other footprints in the dust here, so at least it is not a path frequently taken." Replying in a speculative tone, Sigurd explains without turning around. He's paying close attention to the ground and the walls while advancing slowly. 

    "Then we may yet find undiscovered treasures here." Hreidunn breathes a sigh of relief. The little dark elf learned soon after working with the ranger that she seems obsessed with making money. Even after securing plenty of riches to last them through several summers, she still wishes to find more. That mentality is what dark elves consider the main driving force behind all human evil. 

    But as the older sister of one of the very few money-oriented dark elves in existence, Kamii can't judge Hreidunn. Although in Daica's case, it doesn't derive from a twisted personality but was born out of necessity. Living off the bounty of the land is difficult when one is treated as a curiosity to be kidnapped at best and a monster to be killed at worst. They know from experience that slave traders have far more leeway in the countryside than they do in big cities - and such cities are the only places where they can remain relatively safe. 

    "A group of twelve entered the dungeon seventeen days ago and never returned." Gram suddenly says, and the little dark elf snaps back to reality. "So that's what happened to them." 

    Finally, she notices the unmistakable stench of death that surrounds them. It must have been there for a while, but she was too deep in thought to smell it. 

    Seven undead humans in sets of patchwork armor are standing around in the corridor with their backs toward them. Unmoving corpses, each dismembered in one way or another, lie on the ground and bring up the number to eleven. Adding the one that came toward them earlier, it matches the description of the missing group. 

    "See those slits in the walls and the ground? Those are blade traps." Sigurd points there with the lamp in his hand and illuminates the openings for all to see. 

    The movement of the light causes the undead to notice their presence, and they turn around. Each one of them has a fatal wound that stems from a blade that seems to ignore even the plate mail one of them is wearing. As if driven by a silent command, they begin to walk sluggishly, lifting their various weapons or bare hands toward the 

     group of living.  

    "That's some terrifying force." Leif mutters anxiously while clutching his staff in preparation for the inevitable confrontation. He's referring to the traps that were capable of cutting through solid steel. 

    "Let them come to us." Sigurd prepares his crossbow and kneels. 

    "We don't want to walk into whatever did that to them, right?" With a nervous laugh, Gram places his shield on the ground and provides cover for the bard. 

    Just as he says that, a female undead steps on a pressure plate that activates one of the traps. A spinning sawblade emerges from one of the slits in the wall and cleanly separates her torso from her legs. It completely ignored the chainmail shirt she's wearing. 

    "I think we shouldn't walk through here." Hreidunn suggests after seeing the blade trap in action. 

    "I agree." The leader nods in assent and is about to order a general retreat down the path they came from when Sigurd interrupts him. 

    "Believe me when I say that I can navigate us through there." He employs an almost pleading tone. "Where there are traps, riches await." 

    "Are you sure?" The ranger, who had already motioned to backtrack stops and turns to ask. Of course, she wouldn't ignore talk about treasures. 

    "Oh, no. Come on, auntie." Vigdis shakes her head and sighs in resignation. 

    "What?" Hreidunn scratches her cheek in embarrassment. "You know you want it too." 

    "Now isn't the best time." Kamii comments in a neutral tone as if making a point to show that she doesn't care about their motivations for contemplating a suicidal advance through this trap-filled corridor.  

    The other six undead are coming toward them, and they seem to miraculously avoid activating any more blade traps. Three of them are men wearing chain coifs, so a sword won't be able to decapitate them as easily as it did the one they met earlier. 

    Gram rams his shield into the first that reaches him, sending the undead woman staggering back toward the two directly behind her. Sigurd then shoots a crossbow bolt into her knee, causing the joint to lock up. She stumbles and falls, tripping up the other two right after her. But they soon get back up and continue toward them. 

    "Switch with me!" Rolan commands, telling the bard to move to the back while he takes the front alongside Gram. However, in the cramped corridor, he can't get past Leif and Vigdis quickly, who each carries a bulky backpack as well.  

    "Should I use fire?" Seeing that the onslaught of enemies won't be stopped by conventional weapons so easily, Leif asks. He knows that using his magic in a confined space is a double-edged blade. If it gets out of control, all of them could get hurt or worse. 

    "No, I will use water!" Vigdis doesn't possess many forms of attacks, but she still bravely lifts her staff and announces. But before she can start an incantation, Kamii pats her shoulder and drops her backpack on the ground carelessly. 

    "Huh? Kamii?!" Gram notices too late and is unable to hold her back, as the little dark elf runs past him. 

    She comes up to the undead woman and swings her cursed arm against her chest plate. It causes her to stagger back a step, but nothing more. However, Kamii doesn't let up and hits the enemy again. This time, she stumbles backward several steps.  

    The third hit has enough force of impact to make her fall onto her back. Then the cursed arm crashes down on the chest plate four more times until the fourth hit caves it in. Kamii's eighth swing is aimed at the helmeted head, crushing it as well as the skull underneath almost effortlessly. 

    "Wha-" Gram's voice starts behind her, but somebody pulls her back by her left arm just in time before the next undead can get her into his grasping hands. The one that saved her from that fate is Rolan, who managed to squeeze his way past the two mages to reach the front. 

    "... how did you do that?" The leader asks the little dark elf in astonishment and looks at her crab arm. 

    "My curse." She explains curtly and shakes off his hand that's still clutching her upper arm. 

    "That is an incredible power." The big man comments while staring at the blood dripping from her pincer. 

    "I am loath to interrupt your expressions of awe, but the undead approach." Sigurd comments as he puts on another bolt and aims. 

    "Let me take care of them." Rolan announces and puts his hand on the hilt of Roshanee, but Gram grabs his arm to hold him back. 

    "Don't. We can handle this." He stares into the leader's eyes intently, as if silently pleading that the latter listens to him. 

    "If you don't have the will to act, I'll do it." Kamii states in a matter of fact tone and motions to walk past them again, but Rolan shakes off Gram's grip just like she did his earlier. 

    He steps past her and draws his enchanted sword. Its blade glows in a brilliant white, like the sun during high noon. Everybody's eyes are drawn to it in fascination, even though its brightness sears itself into their retinas. Leaving behind a streak of light when it's swung through the darkness, it cleaves through the armored torso of the undead at the very front as if moving through thin air. 

    In a dance of death, Roshanee cuts through chain and plate armor as if they don't exist. The instant the third enemy's head separates from his shoulders, Rolan sheathes the sword and falls back behind Gram. Kamii wonders why he stopped but then notices that his face is strained from exhaustion and his arms are shaking. Despite possessing a brilliant light, the sword is more like a cursed blade rather than a holy one; it seems to drain the wielder of energy when outside its sheath. 

    "This weapon has incredible power, but I'm not yet worthy to wield it." He notices her gaze and turns to give her a tired smile. His breathing is rugged, and beads of sweat are glistening on his forehead. "I can only use it for a short time and will be really tired afterward." 

    "Then it's my turn again." Kamii states with a determined gaze and passes them by before anybody can hold her back. Only two enemies are left, one lacking an arm while the other wields a shield. The latter is more challenging to handle, but neither can be considered dangerous. 

    Once again, she swings her cursed arm repeatedly, not letting the undead retaliate. The first attack is weak once more and doesn't even stagger the enemy, but every subsequent hit seems to double the weight of the impact like it did before. That means her cursed ability resets the force of her attacks after a while of not hitting anything. She knew that there was such a power in her, but this is the first time she properly takes note of it. After all, there weren't many opportunities to try it out while she was a slave. 

    On the fifth hit, the undead is sent flying against a wall, and on the sixth, its head cracks and splatters into many pieces. The instant that happens, she runs toward the last one and delivers a back-handed strike. However, the force behind her arm has disappeared again, and she bounces off the deflector at the center of the shield, which was raised unexpectedly quickly for a seemingly mindless undead.  

    Her eyes widen in surprise when he raises his sword, understanding that she can't avoid it now that she has been brought off-center. But that's when an arrow hits the enemy's shoulder, causing it to barely veer off target. Hreidunn just saved her life. 

    Gram charges the undead with his shield, sending him tumbling backward. A clicking sound announces the activation of a trap, and sparks fly; a spinning sawblade emerges diagonally from the wall and scrapes against the big man's shield. It doesn't cut through the thick metal, but the impact is enough to send even him flying. 

    Luckily, the blade moves toward the one that activated it instead of toward the group into which Gram just barreled. It shaves off the top half of the undead man's head as well as his shoulder before disappearing back into the wall. With the seat of his spirit gone, the unholy magic keeping the body alive dissipates, and he collapses to the ground, a normal corpse again. 

    With this, no more enemies remain standing. Everybody sighs a breath of relief and quietly congratulates the members that did all the work. Even though she expects it, nobody mentions Kamii's mistake that nearly cost her life. They instead praise her combat abilities and wonder about her cursed arm. Suppressing the urge to smile, the little dark elf silently enjoys the warm atmosphere. But then she glances across the group members' faces and feels that something is missing. 

    "Let's continue." She cuts the celebrations short. Her mood soured when she realized that the feeling stems from the fact that Mahkotoh isn't here. Over the past two moons, she has gotten used to her absence, but being in a dark tunnel after narrowly avoiding a life-threatening situation alongside Rolan and his party reminded her of their journey through Rathgolim. 

    "Alright. Back into formation." Rolan announces, sensing Kamii's emotions and thinking it best to occupy her mind with something else again. "I trust your judgment, Sigurd." 

    "Leave it to me." The bard nods and takes point alongside Gram again. 

    





   



 Chapter 63 - The Great Deceiver 

      

      

    "I thought we were already on a culinary tour through the sultanate, but this food here is even more amazing than anything else I've had so far." I say after swallowing another bite from the grilled cheese and washing it down with a considerable amount of cinnamon wine. 

    "I have to agree, Chloe." Hestia asserts, leaning against me during the meal. "There are so many flavors to discover here." 

    "In more ways than one." Asoko adds, caressing the cheek of a girl in her arms with a smile. While I've been gorging myself on food for the most part of however long we've been here, she has been eating women left and right. The throne room is filled with naked bodies in various stages of undress, dishevelment, and exhaustion.  

    "Why do we not join her?" The angel girl asks and nudges me with a lovely expression, and I suppress the urge to jump her right away. But I have no answer to her question, only a nagging feeling in the back of my head that prohibits me from engaging in carnal pleasures. Even though this city is a paradise where reason holds no sway, something still holds me back. 

    "I'm fine eating for now." Replying with an obvious deflection of the topic, I reach out with my right hand to pick up the last chicken leg while raising my left hand to order another serving of everything. 

    "Hey, why do you still have those?" Suddenly, Asoko points at me and asks. Even now, I haven't taken off my red cloak although it's quite filthy and frayed in many places. But she's referring to my bare forearm, from which the sleeve slid down when I raised it. "Can't you just make them disappear?"  

    In particular, she's pointing at the scars on my skin. They're small grooves, lined up to form the most basic system to count something. For a moment, I wonder how they got there, but then remember that I was the one who carved them in myself. The reason eludes me right now, though. 

    "Wake up!" A voice echoes in my head, and I turn around in surprise. 

    "Did you say something?" It sounded like Asoko's voice - or my own. 

    "I was wondering why you didn't make them disappear. We can heal from such things easily, no?" Repeating herself with a slightly concerned expression, my other half asks again. She's wondering what's wrong with me, but so am I. 

    "I guess so, yeah." Shrugging, the thought to erase the scars on my arm begins to form in my head, when the door to the throne room suddenly opens. It's Al-Majnun, still in his jester outfit and mask, accompanied by a group of men and women wearing far less. Many are carrying trays filled with more food, others clearly fulfill a role that would satisfy Asoko's appetite better. "Oh, right on time!" 

    "Come here!" The other me that formed out of my severed lower half exhibits the exact kind of lusty behavior one would expect from a being with such an origin. She beckons over all the newcomer girls and women but explicitly waves off the men. At least in that department, she's the same as me. 

    "Are you enjoying yourself, Miss Kuroe?" The Great Deceiver asks me, wearing the smiling jester mask as an expression of his mood. 

    "Oh, yes, I am." Asoko answers. Then she turns her head to realize that Aj-Majnun is leaning over the couch I'm sitting on and addressing me.  

    "Yes. The food is great." I quickly reply to bridge the awkward moment. 

    "That's good to hear." The jester tilts his head and speaks in a tone a parent would employ while talking to their child. Then his mask changes to a neutral one, as he rounds the couch and gestures at my other half. "But why don't you partake in those pleasures?" 

    "I don't feel like it." I avoid looking in his face and glance at Hestia instead. Something is holding me back, even though she asked for it many times after continuously watching somebody looking exactly like me making love to others; to her, it must have felt like torture even if she knows that it's not me doing it. 

    "I can understand that you wish to remain faithful to your one true love." Al-Majnun turns his head to look at the fallen angel, who blushes under his hollow gaze. "But even her you haven't touched once so far." 

    "Something just doesn't feel right." I shake my head and lower my gaze. 

    "Is it the locale? There are private rooms." He offers with a finger pointing up. 

    "Come on, Chloe. Let's go." Hestia whispers into my ear and entwines her fingers with mine. It causes a shudder to run down my spine from feeling the excitement rising. But even though it's been so long since our last time, my mind seems to be preoccupied with something else. 

    "Maybe it has something to do with those scars?" Asoko suggests, and I look down at myself. All in all, there are more than forty lines, though I can't for the life of me remember what I was counting. However, I have a body that can heal any wounds, so there must be an important reason that I went out of my way to keep those.  

    "Why not remove them? You may feel liberated then." Al-Majnun leans in on me and speaks in a very persuasive tone, his voice echoing through my head. 

    "Don't you dare!" My own voice echoes back, and I spin my head around to stare at my other half across from me. But she's busy with a new girl, so it couldn't have come from her. 

    "Guess I'm just tired." Shaking my head, I look down at my scars once more. 

    "You haven't slept ever since the festivities began. Heal your scars and rest your mind." The enticing voice of the Great Deceiver reaches my ears, but by the time he finishes his sentence, my thoughts have already become sluggish. 

    "Yeah, that sounds good." Now even my voice feels distant, as I lift my arm to erase the scars with a simple thought. My body is just that convenient. 

    "I don't think so!" Roaring this, I rip my face open from the inside. The halves of my split torso fall lifelessly to either side as another me steps out from the empty shell like a butterfly emerging from its cocoon. Turning each finger on my right hand into a blade, I carve five more lines into my left forearm. They represent the number of days I've been away from Kamii, and our stay in this city while hypnotized has wasted that much more time. My will to not erase them until I'm back by her side acted as an anchor for my consciousness to return from the beyond. 

    "Wha-" Hestia looks at my corpse and then the new me with round eyes, unable to comprehend what just happened. Asoko is the same, stopping her groping hands on the girl in her arms to take in the confusing scene of me popping out of myself. 

    "Why?!" Al-Majnun's mask switches to a surprised one but instantly changes to an angry expression. "Why would you forfeit this dream for the harshness of reality?"  

    "This isn't a dream; this is a nightmare!" I shout at him and transform into my real appearance. With my much bulkier body, I charge at the jester, but he dodges nimbly. But tentacles sprout from my back and wrap around his neck. "You're not getting away!" 

    Suddenly, one of the many men partaking in the orgy in this room produces a curved sword from somewhere and cuts off my tentacles. At the same time, two more blades pierce me from behind, but I don't even flinch. Instead, I pull them in until I feel them up to their forearms inside my body, at which point I bite them off with jaws forming around them. 

    Blood sprays, a man and a woman scream, and I spin around with blades forming on my arms. They slice the two humans into pieces within a split second, and I return my attention to Al-Majnun. But more and more of the previously occupied humans get up to their feet to defend their god. Not one of them looks capable of magic, so not one of them can slow me down, let alone defeat me. 

    "Stop it, Chloe!" Hestia screams, but I ignore her and charge right at the naked men and women standing in my way. 

    "What are you doing?" Now, Asoko has risen to her feet as well, unable to comprehend why I would go on a rampage so suddenly. Luckily, she isn't transforming to fight me yet, so I need to destroy the source of their brainwashing before she decides it might be the only way to stop me. 

    Cutting my way through the humans protecting their god and leaving behind only scattered body parts, I quickly reach the slender man. The expression on his mask is one of incomprehension. 

    "Die!" I draw back my fist and roar. 

    "Why are you so in love with death?!" Once again, his pitch changes to the deep and reverberating one, as his jester mask shows anger rather than fear at his impending doom. 

    I punch in his general direction, not intending to actually land a fist on him. Instead, my forearm spreads into a whole array of spikes from which there's no escape. But when they hit him, his form scatters into an explosion of cloth scraps. Either this body was a fake, or it's one of his powers as a god. 

    "Go back to sleep!" His voice comes from behind me, and I turn around to see a floating mask next to Hestia. The scraps he scattered into travel on an unnatural whirlwind that reform his body behind said mask. His gloved hand grabs the angel girl's throat and the other points at me. 

    "Don't you dare hurt her!" Asoko suddenly says in my stead. It would seem that she has awakened from her hypnosis as well now, as her angry glare is directed at Al-Majnun. "I haven't tasted her yet, so it would be such a waste." 

    "That's your reason for wanting to stop him?!" I snap at my other half, who shrugs with an expression that seems to ask what other reason she needs. Well, anything is better than her standing against me. 

    "All of you are-" The god begins, but suddenly looks down in surprise. My discarded shell, which I didn't have the time to reabsorb into my body, has started to unravel into tentacles. One of those has grabbed his ankle and drawn his attention. 

    Is that going to turn into another me as well? Before that happens, I have to take it back inside. Asoko is already enough; I don't need more individuals sharing my identity running around. 

    "This is... I see now..." Al-Majnun mutters absentmindedly, and his grip on Hestia's throat loosens. He seems to have gleaned something from seeing my discarded piece move, but for me, that's the perfect opportunity to get the angel girl away from him. And I don't hesitate to take it. 

    "Mico Coruscaris!" I chant at the same time as I extend an arm to pull Hestia away from him. The invisible wave of heat burns everything in its path and hits the masked god like a physical object. Mask after mask burns and crumbles away until an empty blackness comes to light. 

    "All... is revealed." He mutters in a strained voice before his body turns into ash and disappears under my spell. 

    "Pilos Aquos." I quickly cast the water bucket spell over my shell, which has caught on fire as well and is writhing in agony. Flames really are the most apparent weakness of a Crawling Chaos, it would seem. Then I quickly run over and pull the mass of tentacles into my body, making sure to encompass it completely. Just like how slimes reproduce, I fear I'll get taken over instead if this most likely still brainless being can wrap itself around me. 

    "Is it over?" Asoko asks cautiously and looks around. 

    "Oi, don't ask that!" I retort, and her eyes widen at the realization that she might have jinxed it with that clichéd question. In fiction, every time somebody asks whether or not an attack was enough to end it, it turns out to have been entirely ineffective. 

    "It would appear that we can never see eye to eye, Miss Kuroe." From all around us, Al-Majnun's voice resounds like an echo without an origin. "That is why I will no longer force you to stay. You have done enough damage to my paradise as is." 

    "I can't believe that I'm the one saying this but... how can you call this paradise? You force people into an empty life filled with only joy." I look around and reply with a denial of his ideal. "Without hardships, people can't appreciate happiness!" 

    "That is a very mature outlook on life, Miss Kuroe." The Perverter of Order states with an impressed undertone in his disembodied voice. "And that is why all my subjects can appreciate what I'm giving them. Is that not the case for the three of you, too?" 

    I open my mouth and then close it again; he's right, so I can't reject his argument. Everybody else in this town must have led harsh lives and are now living in peace, even if it's under a mind-altering spell. 

    "But brainwashing them is still evil!" I shout up at the voice, only to receive tongue-clicking in response. 

    "Not brainwashing - mentally liberating. When you see the world as I do, no more sadness will hold you prisoner." That reasoning doesn't fly with me, as I've heard that kind of line often enough. People in this world may not have had many experiences with it, but modern mass media reports on such things frequently enough. 

    "Spoken like a true cult leader." I brush off his sugarcoating. 

    "Be that as it may, you can't deny that you had fun while it lasted." But my accusation doesn't seem to faze him, and he even sounds gleeful in his assessment. "You have chosen reality. Return to it as you will." 

    The castle begins to crumble all around us, and to our horror, the people, as well as the furniture and the food on the trays, turn into sand. Were Asoko and I eating sand all this time? We should be fine, even if that were true, but what about Hestia?  

    "Don't worry. I'm a trickster, not the devil. The things you ate won't disappear." Reassuring me with a fading voice, Al-Majnun alleviates my concerns even though I didn't say them out loud. "I even left you a gift. Maybe you will come back one day and understand what it is that I'm doing here." 

    "I doubt I will." I grumble under my breath while watching the castle around us disappear. 

    "Goodbye then, Miss Kuroe." With this farewell, his echo disappears alongside the entire city, which fades into the desert. Once again, we're surrounded by the dunes of the Nagirah, as if everything was just an illusion. 

    As I look around, I spot a figure not far from us; I had already completely forgotten about his existence, but he's instrumental in continuing our journey. 

    "Medha haddatha?" He exclaims in confusion. It's Jalil, crawling on all fours and looking around as if searching for whatever - or whomever - he was holding before the illusion was dispelled. Is he the gift the Great Deceiver left us? 

    "Over here, Jalil." I wave at him, and he looks up with bloodshot eyes. When he spots me, his expression shifts to one of terror, and he scrambles to get away from me with all the energy he can muster. I look down at myself and realize that I'm still in my true form; luckily, I'm far enough away, or his human mind would most likely have been destroyed at my sight. 

    "What's that?" Hestia asks in a wondrous tone, and I turn to look where she's pointing. Not far from us, the dunes flatten out into more of a rocky desert with small hills and some buttes. 

    "Hey, Jalil!" I transform back into my human form and call out to our guide, who's still trying to climb a dune and get away from us. When he hears my voice, he stops and turns his head slowly. "Come over here and tell us what this is." 

    "W-what you mean?" He hesitates a little but then decides that following me leaves him with a higher chance of survival than trying to haphazardly escape through the biggest desert in the world. And my threat to kill him if he ever runs away still stands. 

    It takes him a bit to climb up to us, but none of us try to help him. He hasn't noticed it yet, but his dangly bits are hanging out, and it's not something we want to see or get close to. I'll tell him when he's close enough, though I hope he realizes himself so that I don't have to say the words or even point at the things in question. 

    Fortunately, he does notice and hastily adjusts his clothes before he reaches us. When he does and looks across the landscape, his eyes widen in lack of comprehension. Taking out the map from the small satchel he's still wearing even after everything that happened, he checks it for the obvious landmarks before us. Then he looks around once again and glances in the general direction of the low-hanging sun before opening his mouth in disbelief. 

    "We through Nagirah. One day, border of Khurut." He points in the direction of the buttes, though his gesture is aiming at something still beyond them. "How?" 

    "Guess we have Al-Majnun to thank." I don't want to admit it, but he seems to have helped us out for some reason. After everything that happened between us, I have no idea why he would do that, but I won't look a gift camel in its mouth.  

    Speaking of camels, we lost ours in the sandstorm so we'll have to travel the rest of the journey on foot. At least it's not nearly as far as it would have been if we hadn't been taken into the mirage city, Mallabun Al-Majnun - apparently translated to 'playground of Al-Majnun' - and spat back out here. 

    "We made it?" Asoko asks with disbelief in her voice. 

    "Is this real?" Hestia, who was affected by Al-Majnun's hypnosis the deepest, has the most reason to question reality. But the heat of the setting sun and the dryness of the air is completely unlike inside the city.  

    "How does it feel?" I ask her and glance down at her bare feet. 

    "It's hot." She replies but doesn't try to tiptoe and avoid burning her soles. It's better to stay standing until it cools down under one's feet. 

    "Then this is real." I state with a grin, then look around at our belongings scattered about our vicinity. "Let's collect our stuff and get going. I want to get over there before nightfall." 

    Over there refers to the nearest butte, which will be a much better place to rest than the open desert. And I can't wait for a change of scenery, as our surroundings have been nothing but sand, sand, and more sand for the past seventeen days. I'm not counting the five days in the city of deception. 

    "We did it." I mutter to myself and look down at my scarred arm. I'm getting closer to returning to your side, Kamii. 

    





   



 Chapter 64 - End Of The Line 

      

      

    Twenty-four days is how long our trip through the Nagirah desert took. Due to Al-Majnun's unexpected help, it was shortened by over a week, and we came out near the place we were aiming for. Even with excellent navigational skills, that wasn't guaranteed, but the Great Deceiver made it possible.  

    In the evening of the day after being expelled from the mirage city, we reach the last sultanate settlement before the border to the Mineva Republic. It's called Kherak and located in an old river valley, where the rocky desert abruptly transitions into fertile lands with shrubs and even trees. The surroundings are still arid, so this is an oasis rather than a different climate.  

    Its proximity to another nation with a different culture is evident in the town's architecture. All the buildings we've seen in the Khurut Sultanate so far were made from clay or sandstone and had smooth edges that may or may not have been the result of abrasion over long periods of time. Their roofs were also always flat. 

    In this border town, houses are less boxy and have slanted roofs covered in orange ceramic tiles. The clothing is also somewhat different, with women occasionally wearing baggy pants and even having weapons at their hips. This is a first in all of the sultanate so far; aside from members of the royal guard, women seem to be forbidden from arming themselves. 

    Hestia's wings are hidden once again so that we don't attract too much attention. But the fact that I have her on a leash seems to garner many disapproving looks. Jalil explains that the Mineva Republic phased out slavery a long time ago, and it seems to have spilled across the border.  

    "I offered to cover her as clothes." Asoko comments with this dig at my declining said offer. 

    "Because I don't want you all over her." I should have ignored my other half's thinly veiled attempt at getting to me, but still feel the need to retort. Knowing me, she can't suppress her curiosity and lust for Hestia. "Not like we'll stay here for long." 

    "No time for rest?" The dark-skinned me asks with a sideways glance at our guide. He's been through so much with us and looks quite haggard since the run-in with the Perverter of Order. Maybe he didn't get much rest there, letting his appetite and libido run free unchecked for too long. 

    "We don't need any. Isn't that so, Hestia?" I ask the angel girl, and she nods with a smile. The reason I'm not addressing the only human among us, the one that is the one who needs a break, is simple: He won't be accompanying us beyond this place. In the streets, I could hear some people talk in an accent-laden Imperian. They must be merchants or even immigrants from the republic, but regardless of what they are, it means that we don't need an interpreter anymore. 

    I have Jalil find us an inn as a last courtesy to his work that got us this far, even though I could ask the locals myself. Kherak is pretty small, but as a border city, it has many accommodations used by merchants passing through. I pick a homely-seeming one and ask for dinner, during which I'll tell our guide that this is where our ways will part.  

      

    "You couldn't bring yourself to say it?" Asoko sits down on her bed and asks with a frown. "Even though you didn't exactly treat him nicely." 

    "I know. But we've been together for such a long time that he grew on me." I admit reluctantly. Nothing much has changed about him being a mildly disgusting creature, but I did learn things that turned him into more than just a crook in my eyes. 

    "Don't tell me you actually like him?" The smirk my other half is wearing on her face irks me, but I don't fall for that obvious hook. 

    "We'll leave early in the morning, so get some sleep." I ignore her and address Hestia. She has been quiet for most of the day, so the experiences in Mallabun Al-Majnun must have taken their toll on her as well. Only Asoko and I are fine, but we can't be used as a measure for normalcy. 

    The fallen angel complies immediately and lies down in her bed, but my other half continues to stare at me with unabated glee. I walk over to her bed and push her down with a straight face, causing her cheeks to flush red. 

    "W-wha?! Y-you want to do it now?" She stutters, and I hear Hestia gasp behind me. The fact that she's not saying a word tells me she wouldn't mind watching us. 

    "Shut up." I mutter and approach my other half's lips with my own. Her eyes swim all over the place, nervous about being on the receiving end like this for once. When I'm so close that I can feel her breath brush against my skin, I look into her eyes intently. "Give me all your money." 

    "Huh?" Asoko and Hestia make at the same time. 

      

    The sun rises on a new day of toiling as the slave of a demonic being in human skin. It has been so long since Jalil left his faraway home and job in Almadinad that he doesn't even remember when he last spoke to a person he knew by name. 

    He considered his life forfeit the day he met this monster with a thousand faces. Even if there were moments he thought things were looking better for him during their journey together, not once did he bear the hope to return to the city he was born and raised in. 

    A big part of him was terrified by her threat that she would hunt him down if he ever ran away, but a tiny sliver of his being still held onto her promise of riches when he has fulfilled his duty to her. Only that he didn't know if she would honor it; did she even remember it? 

    But when Jalil looks at the small table by his bedside, he sees a folded sheet of paper with Imperian runes on it. He snaps his head around and peers through the room, but finds himself alone. But there's no question about who left this here sometime during the night without waking him, and for what reason. 

    He opens the letter and looks inside to find just a single line of text as well as a word at the bottom. While he may be able to speak broken Imperian, he can't read it; he will have to find somebody who can translate it for him in Kherak. But its content is unmistakably an announcement that they will part ways here. That demon wouldn't have used such a roundabout way if it was about anything else, and even this surprises him; he thought she would leave without a word of farewell. 

    Lying back down, he considers the possibility that this may be just overthinking on his part. Any moment now, she could be knocking on his door and asking for him to interpret for her again. Lifting a hand to his eyes and rubbing the bridge of his nose, he turns his head to the window. 

    That's when Jalil finally spots it. On the windowsill sits a pile of leather purses just like the ones the patrons of the store he worked in opened whenever they gave him a tip. Jumping up with round eyes, he runs over to check their content. 

    A quick count reveals nearly five hundred dhahaba. It's a respectable fortune, enough to last him a lifetime if spent wisely. The fact that this is here confirms his suspicions; the demon has freed him from his duty and left Kherak to continue her journey. 

    Jalil falls to his knees and looks out the window with tears in his eyes. With this, he can return to Almadinad and open his own store. He no longer has to work as a slave would for anyone ever again. Banging his head on the wooden floor, he loudly thanks the gods for letting him survive this ordeal. Then he raises his voice to praise the demon named Chaos for keeping a promise he felt no assurance in all this time.  

    He would never forget her for as long as he lives. 

      

    I turn around one last time to look back at Kherak. The sun disc has separated from the horizon now, and it's usually the time we wake up to continue on our journey. Since I didn't feel like talking to Jalil in person, I left a letter and his reward in his room. Then I woke Hestia and Asoko earlier than usual to depart the city before he could confront me about it. By now, he must have found it though, and I had the thought that he may be chasing after us. 

    "Did he really steal your heart?" My other half quips, and I ram an elbow into her side which causes her to trip and run face-first into a thorny bush. "Aaah! My eyes!!!" 

    "Don't act like it hurts." I hop over her while she rolls across the floor, holding her face, and she immediately stops with a pout. 

    "Can't even appreciate some lightheartedness these days, huh?" Getting back up and dusting herself off, she rolls her eyes. She's right about that; now that we're no longer slowed down by needing a human interpreter, we can earnestly return to traveling across the lands as quickly as possible. 

    "We're far enough from the city. From here on, we'll fly." Saying while transforming the corresponding parts into Hestia's template to grow wings, I point into the distance. It's the general direction of the next city, according to a map of the region I appropriated last night while the others were asleep. "I want to reach Kalava today, so we have to cross those mountains by nightfall." 

    The Al-Amanik mountain range half a day's walk away from Kherak marks the border between the Khurut Sultanate and the Mineva Republic. In the republic's language, it's called Amanikon and has been a natural barrier that has always prevented many war-minded leaders on both sides from attacking their neighboring nation. It's not that they're impossible to traverse, but armies would be set upon by the giants living there, which otherwise leave travelers in small caravans alone.  

    I would have loved to see one of those giants, but that can wait until I'm reunited with Kamii. If I'm so inclined, I can then travel the world with her and visit places without having the feeling of being pressed for time. Even though it's no longer a matter of returning as quickly as I can, now that we've been gone for two moons. 

    We take to the skies and fly faster than I could have run in a vularen body. The landscape under us passes by quickly, and we reach the foot of the Amanikon mountain range before the sun approaches its zenith. Calculating the distance between Kherak and the mountains, I can approximate our cruise speed to something around sixty kilometers per hour. That's flying horizontally and without even flapping our wings.  

    "Tell me again why we didn't travel like this from the start?" Asoko asks while overtaking me and performing a barrel roll. She drops out of the air but catches herself a few dozen meters later, then soars back up to hear my answer with an eyebrow raised. It wasn't a rhetorical question, it seems. 

    "None of us wanted to carry Jalil." We went over this even before setting out for the Nagirah desert, but now that we're experiencing the convenience of flight, she just had to bring it up again. 

    "Why did we even need him?" Flying left and right like an excited child, my other half continues her line of inquiries. 

    "Because none of us know how to navigate using the stars. And unlike here, the desert doesn't have any permanent landmarks." We also talked about all the reasons for and against traveling with Jalil. At the time, the decision was to let him guide us until we didn't need an interpreter anymore. 

    "We could have easily flown in a straight line until we reached the other side." And that's a hat-trick. Three points that I thought we had put to rest already. 

    "And risk getting lost? While we may be fine for who knows how long, what about Hestia?" I suppress the urge to point at her during my argument, but the fallen angel still flinches at the tone I mention her in. 

    "So I was slowing you down. You should just cast me aside if that ever happens again." She says with a downcast gaze, and I feel bad even though that's not how I meant it. 

    "You know I would never do that." Increasing my altitude to get above her, I embrace Hestia from behind and whisper into her ear. The only reason I dare to do such an aerial maneuver is that we're both gliding without beating our wings, so there's no danger of getting entangled. 

    She wordlessly touches my hand around her waist, and we share a short loving moment that is obviously ruined by my other half's lack of delicacy. 

    "You two need to get it on already." Asoko comments with a sneer. It's not exactly the wording I would have used in that situation, but I know that if I were in her position of the third wheel, I wouldn't have kept quiet either. I do notice that she's far more promiscuous than I am, most likely due to her time living in a female-only harem.  

    Then again, I did do it with Kamii almost every day when we were in Hovsgaerden, and even in the academy, we didn't exactly slow down. Only whenever Hestia stayed the night were we forced to hold back. I guess it's just how I am, and the little dark elf enabled it. 

    The outer reaches of the mountain were still predominantly dry and rocky, but a few valleys in, the landscape had changed drastically. Greenery spreads as far as the eyes can see, and small lakes reflect the sky like mirrors. I'm sure people would have built settlements here if not for the threat from the giants. 

    Shortly after noon, we land near the peak of a mountain and have a quick lunch. From our vantage point, and using the enhanced vision granted by Hestia's genetic template, I spot a large stag in the forest below. Aside from the fact that it has leaves growing from its antlers, it doesn't look any different from those in my previous world. 

    I noticed that many animals in this world are nearly indistinguishable from those on Earth. Some have slight differences, others bigger ones, but they all boil down to the same templates. The laws of physics, climate, and air quality are pretty similar - only less polluted from industrialism but instead affected by corruption. It's obvious that the same kinds of animals would develop under these circumstances. 

    Except for the cyborg dinosaurs in Yagrath; I still wonder how those came to be in a world that hasn't even invented gunpowder. 

    Soon after our meal, we take off again. I kept my eyes peeled but didn't see any giants. One would think they're easy to spot, considering the name of their race, but I guess we're in a region they don't frequent, or they stay in caves during the day. 

    While we fly deeper into republic territory, overgrown fortifications and abandoned watchtowers appear from time to time. Destroyed gates and checkpoints used to bar the way across larger mountain passes, and hints of old paved roads can still be glimpsed near them, yet to be entirely reclaimed by nature. 

    It goes to show that there were border disputes between the nations in the past, after all. Maybe the giants didn't always live here, but their presence did influence international politics. The paths are now open to all travelers and merchants alike, so I feel that they are doing the humans a big favor.  

    As the sun moves across the sky in the opposite direction that we do and begins to warm our backs, I spot a caravan traveling across a mountain pass. They're coming from the Mineva Republic and look pretty fresh, so we must be on the right track. 

    A part of me wants to swoop down and ask them for directions, but Asoko points ahead, making my inner conflict about whether or not to reveal ourselves to the humans obsolete. She seems to have glimpsed the shape of a city in the distance and is excited to see a new culture. 

    That should be Kalava, the nearest city across the border from Kherak. The journey through the mountains should take humans around a week, but we traversed it in less than a day. If we find an interactive leather map, the rest of the journey will be a cinch; at that point, we can travel towards Kongenssoevn in the most direct line - even if it means flying across the ocean. 

    Kamii and I have been separated for fifty-two days now, and it's about damn time that I make great leaps toward reuniting with her. 

    Judging by the aerial view, it's somewhere around the size of Kherak, so its population should be similar too. But from one look, I can tell that the living standards in the republic are higher than in the Kingdom of Lares, let alone those of the Khurut Sultanate. 

    All buildings are made of stone just like in Kherak, but even in this small town, almost all the windows are covered with some form of glass. While it's not on the same sophisticated level of the practically modern-day windows of the Royal Academy, the Mineva Republic must be an affluent nation for ordinary folks to be able to afford such commodities.  

    "Let's set down a distance from the gates. We won't hide your wings, Hestia, but I don't want to cause a scene by landing in the middle of town." I explain our course of actions to my two companions, who nod in assent. This will be the moment of truth; will her black wings cause problems or are people here too ignorant to know what they stand for just like in the sultanate? 

    "Leave stocking up on food and finding an inn to me then." Asoko says with a wink. She fell back slightly and did it under my wing so that Hestia wouldn't see it. It's obvious what she's implying with that. 

    "Then I will stay with you, Chloe." The angel girl on my other side says with a charming smile. It will be the first time the two of us are alone since the day we were teleported to the desert. While it won't really be a date since we have things to do, we'll be able to enjoy each other's company without a pair of eyes on our backs. 

    The town gate is open, and the guards are standing at attention. It's the first time since the citadel in Kongenssoevn that I've seen soldiers do their job properly. Upon our approach, they obviously stare at us. Hestia's wings are on full display, and while Asoko seems to have settled on keeping her skin dark, the two of us pretty much look like twins. Lacking any baggage, we must be making a surreal appearance. 

    The black feathers attracted a lot of attention in the Khurut Sultanate, but very few people knew what she really was; everybody else most likely thought her a spirit or even a goddess. But I won't be so naïve to think that general education in a nation that predominantly speaks Imperian doesn't teach everybody about Fatas. 

    But to my surprise, we're not hailed at the gates, and they let us pass under their scrutinizing gazes. Maybe it's our natural demeanor, or they're just stunned by Hestia's beauty, but I won't complain. 

    Beyond the gates, we're greeted by a bustling main street that leads directly towards the small castle at the center of it. There are people wearing outfits from the sultanate, but the majority is clad in what I would consider medieval staples of light clothing fit for the warm climate. People wearing mismatched armor and carrying different kinds of weapons on their hips walk the streets; they're most likely mercenaries or adventurers, here to find work as caravan guards. 

    There are permanent stores on both sides of the paved street, each specialized in certain products such as a bakery, a tailor, and a hardware store. Boutiques attract upper-class women in search for their next ball dress, gambling parlors are filled with deadbeat men losing their last coin. 

    Our outfits are almost as eye-catching as Hestia's wings; during my stay in Mallabun Al-Majnun, I lost the red cloak as well as pretty much all other clothes I had saved. Thus I'm dressed like any other party-goer was in the Great Deceiver's castle. The same is true for Hestia and Asoko, making us look like a troupe of dancers of the more exotic kind. We're lucky he left us with at least this much instead of taking everything when his entire city vanished into the sands, or we would have been hard-pressed to appear among humans. 

    But this is the perfect place to get back into regular clothing. I wouldn't care about going naked, but society does care, so it's best to conform as long as I still need something from it. After we get a map, I won't need it anymore until I find Kamii. 

    "Let's go shopping" I turn to Hestia and Asoko with this proposal even though we just talked about splitting up to get things done more quickly. They look down at themselves and then back at me with a hint of incredulity. "Oi, don't tell me you want to keep walking around like that!"  

    "I've been walking around like that for about half a year now." My other half shrugs. 

    "I know you like to look at me like this." The fallen angel bites her lower lip and speaks to me softly. She's not wrong, but that doesn't mean I want the whole world to see her like that. 

    "We're getting new clothes, and that's that." Putting my foot down, I say and point at a clothes store. My date with Hestia will have to wait, I guess. 

    I hope the currency from the sultanate is good here. 

      

    The store I picked didn't have much in the way of an assortment to choose from, but at least it did accept the Khurut currency. I left Jalil with the vast majority and only kept a single leather purse of mixed money - including what I scrounged off Asoko - but that may have come to bite me in the backside here.  

    Luckily, it turned out to be enough for three complete outfits, including the tailor's immediate modifications to accommodate Hestia's wings. But the whole thing left me with just two dhahaba, fifteen fidiyaton, and eleven nohason. For the first time in a long while, I'm near broke. 

    The store clerk's accent was pretty difficult to understand, and he stared at Hestia throughout our entire stay, but I'm thankful that he was too stunned by her appearance to say anything about it. I'm not sure whether or not shackling her and hiding her wings while making her seem like a slave would have been the better option, but it's too late anyway. 

    Asoko chose a colorful dress with a parted skirt that shows off her legs when walking. It's one of the few points either of me can take pride in; the toned legs from being an accomplished marathon runner. Her preferences are mine, but she doesn't hesitate to act on them; in my previous life, I would have wanted to, but still never picked what she did because I felt it wouldn't look good on me. 

    I opted for the tried and true school uniform, with a white shirt and a modified short plaited skirt. To achieve the absolute territory, I threw in white thigh highs - although those are actually worn by men here. The store clerk stared at me with round eyes when I stepped out of the changing room, as this outfit is considered revealing. Tying my hair, which I've grown quite a bit even though I'm not actually growing naturally anymore, into a ponytail puts the finishing touches on my appearance. 

    Hestia's dress is unexpectedly more reserved than Asoko's. She picked something reminiscent of the academy uniform, but with a little twist: She chose a frilly white shirt and a black corset on top of it; the collar is tied with a red ascot. But instead of a long skirt, she's wearing tight blue pants that look suspiciously like jeans but are of a softer material. 

    "Damn, why didn't I think of that? School uniforms are one of the pillars of fetishism!" Asoko slaps her forehead in regret when she sees me. Then she tilts her body to peek at the gap between my skirt and the thigh highs, but I bop her over the head. 

    "Anything looks good on you, but that really is a great choice." I keep my other half's head facing away while complimenting Hestia on her new clothes. She must have been feeling a little uncomfortable flying across the sky in the dancer outfit. The angel girl falls back into the demeanor she used to have before her corruption; she twirls her fingers while biting her lower lip nervously and blushing in embarrassment. It's so lovely that I feel my heart skip a beat or ten. 

    With the shopping out of the way, we leave the store and its dazed owner behind to return to our initial purpose. Once we get a magic map and provisions, we should be able to make more progress in a few days than we have in the last month. 

    An elderly man wearing glasses passes us by, and I'm reminded of Thorvald. He was the first and only person in this world I met who had those until the man just now. Then I remember that Hestia had an issue with her eyesight after she disintegrated Aldebrand with a glare. I forgot to pay attention to her condition because she never used it again. 

    "Hestia, how are your eyes?" I turn to her and ask, catching her off-guard. From her reaction alone, I can tell that she's going to try and hide something. 

    "T-they are fine." And her stutter confirms that they aren't. I recall that Asoko was the one who spotted this city first. At the time, I didn't use a Fata's template for my eyes because the zoom doesn't allow one to see one's immediate surroundings. It's not made to travel with other people in a close formation. And if I didn't use it, I doubt my other half did either, which would mean that her sight is even worse than that of an average human's. 

    "We'll have them checked out." My tone leaves no room for the objections she clearly wanted to utter. I then imagine glasses framing the fallen angel's eyes. If it weren't for the fact that this is affecting her most important sense, I could even feel excited about seeing her in them. 

    "You're thinking what I'm thinking, right?" Asoko asks while glancing at Hestia. I haven't told her about the angel girl's curse, so my other half may have misunderstood that I want to make her wear them for fashion purposes. 

    "Of course. Who do you think I am?" But I still answer truthfully. Even if her eyes were alright, I'd find a way to make her wear glasses at least once to see how she looks in them. 

    "Oh, I'm coming along." Asoko pumps her fist in excitement. Forgotten is the fact that she wanted to split up and procure supplies for the continued journey as well as find us an inn. 

    "Excuse me, good sir." I turn on the spot and stop the elderly man with the glasses that passed us by moments ago. 

    "Oh? What can ah do ye for?" He smiles and asks in a friendly tone. As with the store clerk before, his accent is awful. But at this point, I think that's just the dialect of Imperian that people in the republic speak. 

    "Can you please tell me where you bought those glasses? A friend of mine needs them." 

      

    The town is pretty small, so it doesn't take us long to reach the place the man wearing glasses described to us. It's on the main street, though on the other side from where we first entered through the gate. The storefront is glass-covered and has various frames and shaped lenses on display. It also includes spyglasses and telescopes, though obviously not the modern plastic-covered ones. 

    I haven't seen anything like this in the kingdom, so the republic's level of technology seems to be higher. Maybe the principal's glasses were even imported from this nation. 

    When I push open the door, a bell rings and alerts the clerk behind the counter to our entry. He wears glasses, acting as a living advertisement for the products he sells. His eyes widen at the sight of a light as well as a dark-skinned version of me enter the store back to back, but his jaw drops when Hestia follows us in. 

    "A F-Fata?" He mutters audibly, but then one eyebrow shoots up at the realization that her wings being black isn't just a play of the light. 

    "Hello, sir. I'm afraid my cute little Fata here needs glasses." I gesture at her and say in an exaggeratedly sweet tone. "And yes, she's real." 

    Not at all embarrassed by my way of introducing her, Hestia proudly spreads her wings which barely fit into the store once fully outstretched. As always, she's only bashful with me but doesn't hesitate to show off in front of people she doesn't care about. 

    "B-but her wings...?" The clerk wonders, staring at her in awe. Her appearance must be quite intimidating for those who meet her for the first time. The reaction from those at the academy was different because they had seen her winged form almost every day, so white and black only made a difference in their perception of her purity. 

    After all, everybody who knows what Fatas are should also be aware of the common idea that the whiteness of their wings is the symbol of their purity. Black spots are treated as a life-threatening disease, so how can she be okay with jet black wings? He must be thinking up an explanation on his own, so I'll keep acting like it's the most natural thing in the world.  

    "Don't sweat the small stuff." I walk toward the counter with a friendly smile that suggests nothing is wrong with her having black wings. "Now, can you check her eyesight and fit the right glasses?" 

      

    In the end, it took some nudging and convincing before the optician finally agreed to examine Hestia. The technology of this world obviously isn't advanced enough to have phoropters - those devices with the many lenses which oculists use to gauge one's eyesight - so things were done the traditional way: Testing out one lens after the other while looking at an eye chart. 

    Eventually, the optician settles on one pair and proceeds to ask her what kind of frame she would like. The fallen angel turns to me as if seeking guidance, and I look across the assortment on the table. To not hide her beautiful face, something sleek and elegant would be best. The color shouldn't take the spotlight from her crimson eyes but still stand in contrast to her silver hair. 

    Most models are made from metal, but there are some wooden ones painted in various colors. I spot a dark brown full frame that appears to be made from wood but feels cold to the touch. 

    "I think this one should look good on you, my love." I focus on Hestia alone, and the world around me disappears as I look into her eyes while holding up the frame in front of her face. She blinks a few times, and her cheeks redden a little, but then she smiles and tries it on. 

    Even without the lenses in them, I can tell that this is the right one. I feared that contrary to my preferences, glasses could be a blemish on her perfect beauty, but nothing seems to be able to detract from it. A part of me wishes there was photography in this world because the gaze she's giving me is one for the ages. Instead, I can only burn it into my mind before the moment passes. 

    "Den ah'll grind it down to fit da frame." The optician's words break the moment, and we both turn our heads, visibly suppressing the urge to kill him. Ignorant of our thoughts, he gets to work. 

    "I think you two have been holding back for too long." My other half comments with a sigh, and I glance at her to find that she's wearing a peeved expression. "There's been a lot of pink tension between you two lately." 

    "You're seeing things." I try to wave it off, but am quite aware that she's telling the truth. Watching the orgy in Mallabun Al-Majnun for five days while holding back didn't help. 

    "Here dey are. Dat's twelve asimi." The clerk soon comes back from the workbench and breaks the awkward atmosphere. I can almost forgive his earlier travesty. 

    "How much is that in dhakka?" In the clothes store, the clerk directly asked for it due to our appearances, but we're now wearing Minevan clothes. I have no idea what asimi are, but I assume they're this nation's currency.  

    "Oh, ye haven't exchanged it yet. Da rate is one fidiyaton to one point two asimi." He explains, and I'm surprised to learn that the dhakka is worth more here than where it's from. At least I'm assuming that they're both the silver coin denomination. 

    "So it's ten fidiyaton?" I pull out the leather purse from my pocket and take out the coins. That still leaves me with five fidiyaton and two dhahaba, which might be worth more here as well. 

    "Ya, dat's it." The clerk takes the coins and puts them in a cash box before bowing his head to us. "Thank ye for da business. It was an honor to serve a Fata." 

    "Good sir, could you tell us where we may find a store that sells maps?" I ask him before we leave. 

    "When ye exit, three houses to da left." He explains while gesturing at the door. I was looking out for any place that potentially sells them while coming here, but it seems to have been further down the road still. 

    "Thank you." I nod in gratitude, and the three of us leave the optician's store behind. Once outside, I glance at Hestia looking around with her new glasses on, an expression of wonder on her face. It seems her eyesight was pretty bad already, and now she can see well again. I'm glad to see her like this. 

    We make our way to the place described to us three doors down the road. A bronze shop sign hangs from the wall and shows a stylized ink bottle with a quill dipping into it. The large window has all kinds of medieval stationery on display, though there are also ring binders made from leather and metal. I doubt those existed until maybe a hundred years ago in the world I came from. 

    Unlike in the previous store, this one doesn't have a bell to announce customers. The interior smells of old paper and ink, a heavy scent that feels suffocating when one first steps in from the fresh outside air. There's little space for walking, as long scrolls stick out from the shelves and the sheer amount of books has spilled onto the floor in piles. Hestia stays at the entrance while Asoko and I make our way through the cluttered interior toward the desk at the very back of the store attended by a slim, elderly woman wearing square glasses. 

    "Hellow, dear customas? How can ah help ye?" She calls out to us when she notices our presence and looks up from her work. I'm blocking her view on Hestia, so she's treating us like regular customers. 

    "I would like to purchase a magical world map. You do sell them here, right?" I ask while suppressing the feeling of hope rising in my chest; I can't expect that they have such commodities in this small town. An ordinary world map isn't nearly as useful, but at least it will be better than nothing. 

    "Aye, ah do." The clerk smiles and stands up from her chair to walk into an aisle to our right. Moments later, she returns with a large sheet of soft leather and rounds her desk again. Making some space on it, she unrolls the map before us and mutters the incantation to display its contents - or so I thought. "Cartis." 

    It seems the Mineva Republic has a different word for the same spell. The first thing I note is that half of Ceogath is missing. It's the continent where the Dominion is located, so it makes sense that humans weren't able to explore it in full. But the map Maou-mama gave me had all of it, and that must have fallen into the hands of the academy. 

    I really hope it doesn't have any critical information, such as the Dominion's hidden fortifications or mountain passes. 

    I remember the approximate location of the Kingdom of Lares, and the red dot that signifies our position shows me that we're about one-third of the distance that Kongenssoevn is from Arkaim. That means it's still going to be quite a while before we return. But at least it doesn't feel as daunting anymore, now that we basically have GPS navigation. 

    "Can I pay with dhakka here?" I ask preemptively and pull out my purse. Hopefully, I can afford it with what little I have left; I don't want to spend time searching for criminals and repeating what I did in Almadinad. 

    "Ye shoulda exchanged it at da bank before coming 'ere." Her attitude toward us changes when she finds out that we're from the sultanate. Maybe people from across the border come here all the time without bothering to use this nation's currency. She glances at Asoko and then eyes me suspiciously. "Where do ye plan on traveling?" 

    "To the Kingdom of Lares." I answer truthfully since I see no harm in doing so, but add something on top. "We're originally from there and went on a journey. But on our way through the desert, we lost most of our luggage, including our map." 

    All of it is somewhat the truth. The journey wasn't a voluntary one, and the map was the equivalence of lost the moment we were sent to the desert. By saying all this, she will no longer think of us as people from the Khurut Sultanate. 

    "What are ye doing so far out 'ere?" But instead of improving her opinion of us, her suspicion only grows. "Not much ta see fer tourists." 

    "Is there a problem?" Suddenly, Hestia appears from the side and asks. She could hear everything we were talking about and squeezed through an aisle that must have been less cluttered. Her wings can't spread fully here, but they're still imposing to look at. It has just as much of an impact on the old woman as it did on the optician, but her expression tells me she won't be so easily deceived when it comes to the color of her wings. 

    "Black wings?" She mutters with round eyes, staring at the result of my corruption without knowing that I'm the one responsible for it. "What are ye?" 

    "I am a Fata." Stating with a downward gaze filled with superiority, Hestia puts on the unmistakable air of a race standing above another. She told me that her people are the ruling class in the Fatas Triarchy, while humans are subservient to them. That contemptuous behavior is something she must have picked up from watching the adults around her. It's so convincing that even I feel intimidated. 

    "Dat is impossible." The elderly clerk claims in an almost accusatory tone but shrinks under the fallen angel's glare. Now that I see it, her new glasses do accentuate her intimidation factor. Do they give a buff to her divine presence passive? 

    "So, how much is the map in dhakka?" I take the opportunity to ask, now that her mind is preoccupied with Hestia's appearance. 

    "Ah, two dhahaba." Blinking in surprise, she replies absentmindedly. Then she realizes the situation, and her eyes snap between the angel girl and me. "Do ye two know each other?" 

    "Yes, we're together." I put the two dhahaba on the table while Asoko takes the map and rolls it up. Those are the last two gold coins I have left over. I'll gladly part ways with them to get this most useful tool into my hands, but I fear for our travel expenses from here on out. Guess we'll have to play vigilante again sometime soon. 

    "Wait!" The elderly woman calls out to me, just as I turned around and was about to walk away. "Are ye Chloe Marcott?" 

    





   



 Chapter 65 - Nomads Of Ogin 

      

      

    The Strutting Stallion, an inn located in a dark alleyway off the main road, doesn't live up to its name and has a plain exterior. Square windows filled with small circular glass panes signify that this establishment isn't affluent enough to afford the proper see-through glass. Only the shop sign indicates that this may be an inn, showing a black horse with one front leg raised. 

    "So that's it? It looks pretty shady." Asoko states while looking around to scan our surroundings for potential dangers. 

    "That was to be expected." I stare at the storefront but can't make out any movements beyond the distorting windows. The interior is completely dark as if abandoned. 

    This is the inn the old woman in the scribe's store told us to go to when I asked her how she knew my name. Apparently, somebody here is looking for me. Judging from her expression, she didn't know anything beyond that, so there was no point in trying to question her. 

    "Well, here goes nothing." With these words, I motion to push open the door, only to find it locked. It's getting dark, but that's not a reason for an inn to be closed; in fact, they should be thriving at such an hour. This only makes it more suspicious. I exchange a glance with Asoko, then knock on the door. 

    "Who's there?" A pleasant female voice coming from the other side asks in an unpleasant inflection. 

    "Chloe Marcott." The store clerk pointed me this way for a reason, so whoever is inside should know it too. And just as expected, there's a surprised gasp and rustling, then the sound of locks and bolts being removed from the door. 

    It opens to reveal a face with mauve purple skin, and my eyes widen in surprise. 

    "Kamii?!" I push against the door without controlling my strength and bang it against the person behind it, causing her to stumble back. Then an arrow hits me in the forehead, followed by another through my throat. Ignoring them, I step inside the dark room and activate my night vision. 

    There are five individuals, and each one of them is a dark elf. One is the girl on the floor whom I mistook for Kamii. She's staring up at me with a terrified expression, not understanding how I'm still alive with the arrows stuck in my vital spots. Her overall appearance is quite similar to my beloved little dark elf's, but there are some marked differences a quick glance didn't reveal earlier. One of those is the fact that her eyes are the color of the deep sea rather than amethyst-colored galaxies. 

    Two more girls are standing behind the counter with wide-open eyes of similar colors, frozen in fear with their bows in hand. And two boys are on either side of the door with short curved swords in their hands, equally petrified at my sight. They also have blue eyes, leaving me to wonder if all dark elves typically have them. 

    It would make sense; both Kamii and Daica are cursed, so maybe just as in Hestia's case, theirs changed colors too.  

    "W-what are you?!" The first girl crawls away backward from me while screaming. That seems to return the other four to their senses; the two girls nock another arrow each, while the two boys swing their weapons at me. 

    I dodge the one coming from the left with a light step and trip him up during his awkward lunge. In the same motion, I grab the blade of the other with my bare hand and twist it out of his grip. A split second later, I turn my head and cover the side of it in hard bone, causing the arrow coming my way to bounce off impotently. 

    The second projectile pierces my upper arm and embeds itself into my side. It would have ruptured my lung if I were a human. But to the horror of the five dark elves, I pull the sword as well as the arrow inside my body as if I'm a bottomless swamp. 

    "Chloe!" Hestia peeks in from outside and sees the arrow still stuck in my head. She instantly overcomes her shock, and anger fills her gaze instead. Her crimson irises begin to light up behind her new glasses. 

    "Stop!" I spin around and bring my palm up toward her face, causing her eyes to close in reflex and the curse effect to be dispelled the moment she opens them again. "I'm fine." 

    "B-but-" She begins to protest, and I signal Asoko to take her aside in case the dark elves still want to fight; she could get hit by a stray arrow, and even if I can use light magic to heal her, I don’t want to risk it. 

    "And you should stop, too. You've seen that it's useless." I turn to the five inside the dark reception room, whose wills to fight are half-broken after the display of my strange body. I'm sure they've never seen a being that not only doesn't die from an arrow to the head but acts like it isn't even there. "Clearly, you know who I am." 

    "I don't even know what you are!" One of the two behind the counter spits at me and nocks another arrow, but her frustrated expression tells me that she knows the futility of it. 

    "I'm Chloe Marcott. The shopkeeper in the scribe's store just around the corner told me to come here." I stand in the doorway, unmoving, to ease the tension that permeates the room. It's not that I need to be afraid of physical attacks of this level, but if we keep fighting, somebody's bound to get hurt. "I don't know what you've heard about me, but this is who I am." 

    "I-is that t-the truth?" The girl still cowering on the floor asks in a stutter that reminds me of a certain cursed dark elf who looks more mature than she really is. Then the scales fall from my eyes. 

    "I see! It's Daica!" I drop my fist into my palm in a gesture of enlightenment, and the five dark elves stare at me in surprise. Who other than she would know about my existence and contact dark elves to find me? But if she's searching for me, does that mean Kamii is safe too? 

    "How do you know that name?" One of the boys asks with a suspicious undertone in his voice, and I glance at him. Another fact dawns on me: All of them are adults. 

    Due to Kamii's behavior in conjunction with her appearance, I've been thinking of her as a child or teenager at best - even though she has shown me glimpses of her mature side that she seems to keep well-hidden. But Daica did say that dark elves don't usually grow to her size and shape, so her older sister is a better example of an average adult of their species. 

    "She's my lover." I come right out and reply. Daica and I haven't gone the whole way, but our hearts are connected as strongly as they can be, even if we've only seen each other once in the past half a year. 

    I miss her. 

    The dark elves begin to murmur among each other while casting sideways glances at me. Although I can hear what they're saying, I don't understand a word. It sounds completely different from Imperian or the Khurut language and could be that of their people. I haven't heard Kamii and Daica talk in it before, which means they either can't speak it or never had something to hide from me.  

    "She does look like the girl in the picture." One of the boys mutters in Imperian and looks up at me. Even though he's undoubtedly a grown man of his people, I can't help but project human values on his appearance. And I have to admit, even the male dark elves are cute. "But her face looks far more wicked."  

    Oops, did my thoughts show on my face again just now? Hey, I'm not interested in boys! 

    "No, that really is her." One of the girls behind the counter looks at a sheet of paper in her hand and compares me to it. I grow my arm longer and whip it around to snatch it out of her hands before pulling it back to its normal length. 

    "W-wah!" Everybody stumbles back at my strange transformation, but I ignore them and look at the contents of the paper. It's a photorealistic sketch of me with a neutral expression. The text is all unknown runes for me, which I assume to be the written language of the dark elves. But judging by the context, the bigger words on top of the picture are my name, and the paragraph at the bottom is a short description of me. It's just like a wanted poster, though it lacks the reward number. 

    Then I spot two initials in the corner of the picture, hidden in the fabric of the clothes my sketched version wears. They read O and S, both in the Roman alphabet, which doesn't exist in this world. It doesn't take me even a second to understand who the artist is, and I feel both happy and impressed. 

    Ootsuki Senka seems to have made contact with Daica, and the two of them are working together to find me. And if the doll girl is safe, Kamii is most likely too. 

    "Hey, everything alright in here?" Asoko comes in through the door, and the elves stare at her flabbergasted. She's a dark-skinned version of me, so it's obvious that her appearance would turn the situation more complicated than it already is.  

    "What are you?!" But before I can begin to explain, they raise the weapons they have left and point them at us. They know it's useless, but doing that gives them the illusion that they can at least somewhat defend themselves. 

    "Chloe?" But then Hestia shows up as well, and this time her black wings fill the doorway. Seeing that is an even bigger shock than seeing me swallow their sword and arrows through my skin, and several of their jaws drop. 

    "S-she's... b-but... w-what?" The dark elf girl sitting on the floor stutters while pointing at the fallen angel, her eyes darting between the three of us. It seems the description I can't read on my wanted poster may have included a mention of me having a black-winged Fata with me. "Y-you really a-are Chloe Marcott." 

      

    Everybody calmed down after we talked things over in a civilized manner without pointing weapons or deathly glares. One of the elves translated the flier for me, and there was no information about me being a demon. It was sent to them through the Nomads of Ogin, an information network nearly everybody of their species is a member of. Apparently, they're even represented in the Dominion, with approval from the demon queen. 

    Of course, Maou-mama would approve of them. They're a beautiful people after all. 

    Included with the poster was an encrypted letter from Daica that tells me Kamii has been expelled from the academy and is living with her. My relief at hearing that is immeasurable, and for a while, I can only silently pray in gratitude to whichever god made this happen. Even though gods are real in this world and most likely had nothing to do with it. Considering the followers of one of them would even kidnap her as a curiosity to be added to his collection, I shouldn't pray to them in the first place.  

    Furthermore, there was a note telling all branches to guide me to the nearest teleportation circle, so that I could return to Kongenssoevn as quickly as possible. I don't remember what the one under the academy looks like, so that won't help me much, but I hide that fact for now. There's always the option to go back to Arkaim and have Mithra send me like he did last time. Then I can also have him place me right inside Daica's store instead of the academy, to avoid another potential battle. 

    "So you're a demon." Adano mutters and then sighs. He's one of the two dark elf men and the only one among the five who has met Daica in the past. Unlike in the two girls I call my own, his hair is dark purple instead of night-blue. Other than that, he's as beautiful as any member of his race.  

    He also happens to be the father of Zirno, the girl I mistook for Kamii and then accidentally knocked back when I pushed the door open by force to get a better look.  

    "I can't believe she would fall for one of your kind." With a glance at me and then Asoko, the other male dark elf comments thoughtlessly, and I feel somebody flare up next to me. 

    "What is that supposed to mean?" Hestia's wings quiver as she asks with a false smile that could freeze hell over, even as an invisible flame seems to surround her. Without anybody around - other than another me - that dared to criticize me, she didn't have any opportunities to show her yandere side. But with people that don't serve me without question like Jalil did, she's letting her disposition shine through again. 

    "I-I didn't-" With a stutter, the boy looks for an explanation that might make his earlier phrasing less condemning. He doesn't know just how dangerous it can be to make Hestia angry. Even if her curse incurs a heavy price from her, she won't hesitate to use it against anybody she feels deserving of disintegration. Only that her view is skewed in that regard. 

    "It's alright. I kind of forced her into it at the start." I admit and wave at the angel girl to calm down. "Kamii was much more proactive, though."  

    "I was glad to learn that she finally found her big sister again. While time is of far less concern to us than to humans, eleven summers apart from her thinking she could have been killed is quite harsh." Adano smiles gently and then shoot a glance at the boy. He's Kozii, his son with Saia, the one who shot the arrow into my forehead when I first pushed my way inside. 

    She also happens to be the younger sister of Naco, his other wife, which whom he fathered Zirno. The color of her long straight hair 

     is the same as Kamii and Daica's, but her eyes are dark blue. The two look very alike, but the younger one keeps her hair at medium-length. 

    As I already guessed, dark elves form bonds that humans of this world find unconventional or unnatural, including multiple wives and same-sex relationships. One really can't use a human lens to judge these nearly ageless people. 

    Incidentally, Kozii is older than both of me combined, his half-sister is more than twice his age, their father is over a hundred and sixty years old, Saia is yet another thirty years older than him, and her sister is about as much apart from her as well. The numbers they deal in are out of my realm, and I can't help but reconsider how old Kamii and Daica are. 

    "So, do you know the way to the nearest transportation circle?" I steer the subject to the instruction letter. It seems that our journey may be coming to an end sooner than I anticipated. We may not even need the map I just bought, so it could have been a waste. But if I hadn't gone into that shop, the clerk wouldn't have recognized me because of Hestia and directed me to this inn. 

    "Yes, but it would be better to rest for today. It's five days away from here, and we need to prepare for the journey." Adano replies and silently gestures to his wives. Naco goes through the door into the kitchen to prepare dinner while Saia begins to pour us drinks that look alcoholic. 

    "We don't have much money left." I'm embarrassed to admit. 

    "Friends of our people don't need to pay." Saia comes over and brings us the drinks with a charming smile. Earlier, she looked utterly terrified, but now her attitude toward me has made a full turn. She did listen to my conversation with her husband, so maybe she found something in it that has given her a reason to trust me. 

    "That's very gracious of you." I nod in thanks and look at the bronze cups she places on the table. They contain a reddish purple drink that smells suspiciously like wine; it would seem that grapes exist in this world too. 

    "Hey, tell us more about yourself. "Suddenly, Zirno sidles up to Asoko and demands from her. "We know about your twin, but you've been quiet all this time."  

    "She's not really... well, my story is quite boring." My other half was about to say that we're not really twins, but doing so would only introduce more questions that could expose what we really are. "We lived the same life until last summer. Then we got separated. Chloe had all the fun while I was lost in the desert." 

    I think she's still jealous that I was the one Maou-mama saved and brought back to Arkaim. As I met two lovely girls, she was still alone at an oasis, not understanding what she was doing there. I had a rose-colored love life while she nearly died in the desert. Before she found her direction, I moved to the academy and met Hestia. Only about halfway into our lives in this world did our fates reach a similar point of comfort, when she was forced into Sultana Malika's harem. It still wasn't ideal, but at least she was no longer alone. 

    She's telling the two all of that. Adano and Saia listen, while shooting me awkward glances, understanding the underlying grievances that are being given voice to here. Asoko's tone and expression don't betray her emotions, but it's obvious that all those comparisons are meant as jabs against me.  

    Naco bringing the first course releases me from the torment, but Zirno expression tells me that she wants to hear more. Kozii has joined her side at one point, despite his earlier misgivings about us being demons. Even though they would both be considered adults or even elderly in human society, their behavior is quite childlike - even more so than Kamii's ever was. I know that the latter was acting that way to hide her mature side, so I'm left to wonder if these two are doing the same. 

    But when Zirno takes all of Asoko's attention away, and Kozii puffs up his cheeks in envy, I can't help but believe that mentally, they really are still children. Maybe dark elves take a long time to mature when they stay with their parents, and the two I know were only tempered by becoming orphaned at an age that would even be considered young by human standards. 

    Their image together reminds me of the time Kamii and I spent together in Hovsgaerden when she would never leave my side. While she doesn't have my beloved little dark elf's crab pincer, it gives me a glimpse into what could have been if she had never been cursed and captured by slavers. 

    Whatever the case, I put my thoughts aside and look at the food. This city is close to the border of the sultanate, so some influences can still be seen even when the culture and architecture are vastly different. For example, the bean-based dips and other cold dishes are staples in every meal we've had over there, and they seem to have found their way into this much greener climate zone too. 

    There are also some dishes that I haven't seen before. They're all vegetable-based, so I feel compelled to ask whether or not they're part of the dark elves' traditional cuisine. It turns out that they are, although adjusted for what is available in the nation they currently reside in. As a mostly nomadic people, that does make sense. 

    Naco's cooking is fantastic, and we all praise her work in high tones. Her smile tells me that she doesn't become bashful from compliments easily. She must be used to people liking the food she makes, though I still wonder who visits an inn in such a shady location - and whether or not this even is an inn.  

    Well, dark elves seem to prefer this to more visible and bright places. Daica's sense of beauty and aesthetics was no different, and while Kamii hid it pretty well, she also likes dark designs and creepy things. Both sisters like Senka's looks even before knowing she was alive, while most humans in this world usually feel apprehension against her.  

    I miss Senka too... 

    





   



 Chapter 66 - In The Arms Of An Angel 

      

      

    "Can you sleep now?" Hestia asks me while sitting on the bed in her newly acquired pajamas. She's still wearing her glasses even while it looks like she's about to go to sleep. 

    I'm standing at the window and gazing up into the night sky, my left arm with the tally marks for each day I've been gone from the academy leaning on the windowsill. She thinks that maybe now that we know Kamii is safe, I can finally get some rest at night. After all, I haven't slept for fifty-two days. 

    A part of me is impressed that my mind hasn't broken down yet. I read somewhere that sleep-deprivation can be lethal, and even several days can cause one to hallucinate. But that's only for humans; my mind is no longer bound to the physical restraints of my past life. 

    "I won't sleep until I see Kamii again." I turn around and glance down at my arm before grinning at Hestia. "Don't worry about me. As you can see, I'm completely fine." 

    "You really are special." She returns the expression with a gentle smile. I revel in her loving gaze, enjoying the calm mood between us for the first time in a long while. 

    "Why am I in a room with you two?" Asoko suddenly comments in a grumpy tone and ruins the moment. "Without me here, you could have just hopped into bed together." 

    "We could have even with you." I sigh and comment, causing Hestia's face to flush red. When we were still in Hovsgaerden, Kamii and I sometimes did it in the presence of Daica. I know that in at least some of those times she pretended to be asleep to watch us, though neither of us minded. 

    Now that I think about it, we should have shown a little more restraint back then, even when everybody involved was okay with it. 

    "You're that far gone, sister?" My other half shakes her head in disapproval. "That's something you do with your lover when nobody is watching." 

    "I don't want to hear that from you!" I point at her in rebuttal. In the castle in Mallabun Al-Majnun, she was the first that jumped on the pile of naked bodies. While Hestia and I were eating food, she was eating girl after girl right in front of us. 

    "Those weren't my lovers. Just snacks." She gives me a shrug suggesting I'm the one in the wrong here. "I have yet to find somebody like that in this world." 

    "What about Malika? She seemed to like you?" To me, it looked like they fit well together. But me appearing there did ruin everything, and their relationship will most likely never be mended again. 

    "I was just one of many, even if I was a favorite. You know better than anyone what it is that we really want." Lowering her gaze, Asoko replies thoughtfully. 

    "A harem of our own?" We've been apart for long enough that our outlooks on life have become misaligned in some places. I know that not so long ago, I used to think that true love is between two individuals. 

    But meeting Daica and then Kamii, and learning about how dark elves handle relationships, my view has changed. Wanting to be with more than one person should be wrong, but I could never leave one behind just to satisfy social restraints ingrained into my memories through my previous life. 

    "Exactly!" Asoko points at me with a serious expression, and I feel dumb for overthinking it. She has learned that loving more than one person at the same time is not only socially accepted in this world - at least by some peoples - but also wholly viable. Just that she found out in a completely different way than I did.  

    "Then does that mean you won't become my lover?" I quip, knowing exactly how she's going to react. 

    "Nah. Having fun once in a while is fine, but we live separate lives now." My other half gives me a wry smile. "But you already knew I would say that, didn't you?" 

    "Of course..." I begin. 

    "... who do you think I am?" Asoko joins me in completing the second half of our trademark statement. Then she gets up from her bed and walks toward the door. 

    "Where are you going?" I ask although I can already guess the answer to that question. 

    "Out of your way." Waving without turning around, she leaves the room, and her footsteps recede in the hallway. 

    Hestia suddenly jumps up, walks over to me, and takes my hand before looking up at me through her glasses with a meaningful expression. There's no doubt about what she wants, and now that I know Kamii is safe, I feel that I can do that with a clear conscience. I've been holding back for so long even after witnessing scenes that should have blown my restraints away, and the same must be true for the angel girl.  

    It's alright to relax now, right? 

    "Let's do it." I whisper to her, and her expression lights up. She didn't think I would agree so easily, so she buries her face in my chest to hide her embarrassed expression. We stay like this for a while as I enjoy her closeness, but eventually, she separates from me and looks into my eyes with a sheepish smile. 

    Her self-confidence when facing others is blown away whenever she's with me. There were moments even before her corruption when she did show confidence in her skills or knowledge in front of me, but in personal matters, she's still the same as she was the day I met her. 

    It triggers a feeling in my chest that can only be described as the excitement a bully feels when they see an obvious target. Pushing her back a few steps and then down onto the bed, I lean over her with a tender gaze. 

    She looks up through her glasses, clasping her hands on top of her chest in anxious anticipation and shaking insecurity. This will be our second time together, and the first time she'll be fully conscious - until we really get going that is. That night on the library, she was feverish and not entirely in control of her senses. 

    "Relax. I'll be gentle." I whisper to her, and she blinks in surprise. Then she averts her gaze as her cheeks grow redder as if embarrassed by the thought of what we're about to do. 

    "It is alright... if you want to be rough." She mutters while avoiding eye contact. I gawk at her with my mouth hanging open, not sure if I heard that right. When I don't respond, she glances at me, then turns to look straight into my questioning stare. "I... actually liked it... when you went hard." 

    My heart stops, and I feel something primal well up deep inside me. It's just like back then, when she was asking me to corrupt her. I lost control and made her into a mess - and telling me that she liked it is too much for my sanity to handle. 

    But I straighten my back to distance myself from her for a moment. I don't know what I might do if I let go of all my restraints. In fact, judging by how my discarded shell tried to grab Al-Majnun when it started to move as a lifeform that was separate from me, it's safe to say that it would be pretty dangerous. 

    I would most likely eat Hestia - not in the sexual sense. Maybe I was lucky that I didn't do that back then. 

    "I-is something wrong?" The fallen angel looks up at me with a concerned expression. 

    "No, it's alright." I shake my head and give her a smile to hide my troubled thoughts. This just means I'll have to practice some restraint. 

    Once again, I lean over Hestia and look into her eyes. Her expression is far more measured than when she asked me to corrupt her. Back then, an unnatural fever was ravaging her body, and she maybe mistook it for desire. 

    But that means every bit of her lust right now is conscious and willing. A part of her is clearly embarrassed about that, and with those glasses, she looks outright shy. That stirs my libido more than anything else, though. 

    A tentacle assault is out of the question, but Hestia is clearly hoping for something of the insertion type. Fingers feel too distant, and while the tongue is a great option, I'd love to see her face from close up. Then I remember a naughty magazine I accidentally read in a convenience store before. Maybe I can do that. 

    "I want to try something new, Hestia." I bring my face close to hers and whisper. Her hot breath tickles my nose, and I go in for a kiss before she can react. It has been a while since our lips last touched like this, and neither of us needs to hold back this time. 

    That 'something new' can wait until we had our fill. 

    Almost reluctantly, I eventually separate from her and look through her glasses into her crimson eyes. I didn't even notice the presence of the frame while kissing, so it seems that it won't bother us. Eventually, I'll forget that it's my fault that she needs them, but until then, I'll make her feel good about having to wear them. 

    I lean in for another kiss while untying her shirt. Stopping at halfway down, I let my fingers run across her collarbone while caressing her cheek with my other hand. She shivers at the sensation, and I take the opportunity to part her lips with my tongue. Greeting it with her own, they intertwine in a sensual dance of flesh. 

    This is basically her first time doing foreplay. Back then, her expression and begging blew away my reasoning, and she was overflowing like a waterfall already, so I just went for it. My tentacles also had some lubrication of their own, even though they're usually dry; I don't produce the enormous amounts of mucus that are always associated with tentacle monsters. Though I wouldn't be surprised if what came out naturally due to my arousal was a form of aphrodisiac. 

    My one hand moves to the nape of her neck and the other to her waist, and I pull her up into a sitting position. Surprised, she holds onto me with both her arms as well as her wings, knocking over the lamp on the nightstand with her long feathers.  

    Ignoring the resulting crashing sound, I caress her backbone while separating from her. But she pursues my lips and sucks on them almost frantically as if fearing that I won't return for more. Reciprocating her feeling, I share a deep kiss with her once more. 

    Now that she's holding onto me herself, my hands are free to explore her body again. My right hand caresses the back of her head and behind her ear, while my left creeps downward to dance over her chest. Missing the mounds on purpose, it slides down between her cleavage and toward her navel, softly touching her skin all along the way as if to tickle her. 

    "Chloe..." Hestia twitches at the sensation and cocks her head back slightly to breathe my name. Her voice is heating up as she bites her lower lip and closes her eyes in enjoyment. 

    It appears that even though she has seen my other half go at it for several days seemingly without pause, she's still unfamiliar with the mutual side of things. Her hands are grabbing onto me, sometimes clutching my clothes and at other times relaxing again, never consciously seeking ways to return my little favors. 

    I don't really mind; seeing her various expressions of pleasure and watching her trying to hold back her voice is my greatest enjoyment. 

    The fingers of my left hand move back up and under her shirt to trace each individual rib of hers. She did lose some weight on our journey, but that's understandable. In the academy, she had little opportunity to properly exercise, but now her body has become firmer all over just the way I like it.  

    It's a remnant from my track and field days when I was surrounded by girls with lean bodies all the time and still tied to social constraints. I had to hold back my desires for the sake of appearing normal. 

    But I don't need to do that in this world. I nibble on Hestia's neck and then suck on her skin with the intention to give her a hickey. It's to leave behind a visible mark on her body that will show others that she's mine. My right hand moves down her spine, causing waves of shivers to run across it. 

    That's when my left finally reaches her shapely breasts, lifting one from below before feeling my way across her skin toward its peak. Circling a finger around it for a moment as an eagle would its prey, I swoop down to pinch it. 

    "Ahhh!" The angel girl's surprised moan escapes her lips. Then she stares at me in wide-eyed embarrassment. That just makes me want to hear more from her, and I double my efforts. 

    While nibbling on her collarbone, the hand on her back glides down to the base of her wings and massages what correspond to the space between a human's shoulder blades. She shudders at the sensation and brings a hand up to cover her mouth. 

    "No, let me hear it." With this whisper into her ear, I push her back down onto the bed, grab both her wrists, and lock them in place. 

    "C-Chloe!" She sounds a little scared even though we've done much more awesome things before. But now that she's off-guard, I take the opportunity to assault her breasts with my lips. Her voice slips, and a sweet moan escapes her mouth before she quickly bites her lower lip to stifle any further sounds from coming out. 

    That's no fun, but this is still only the appetizer; I'll make her squeal in pleasure soon enough. If she can barely hold back now, she'll let me hear plenty when we get to the main course. 

    I separate from her mounds and move down, showering the path toward her stomach with kisses. Licking up the sweat that forms on her skin, I thrust my tongue into her navel. Waves of shivers run across Hestia's body, and she breathes in sharply through her teeth. 

    Letting go of her wrists, I quickly pull down her pants and the pumpkin panties underneath before she can even react. With one look, I can tell that she's beyond ready. Her crotch is glistening wet even without me ever touching her anywhere near it. Maybe Fatas are always like this after just a little bit of foreplay, or Hestia is special in that regard.  

    "P-please do not s-stare so much. I am a s-shameful girl." She mutters while averting her bashful gaze. Her cuteness renders me speechless, but this isn't the time to talk anyway. 

    I bring a finger to her folds and slide it up and down. If it's already like this on the outside, how is it on the inside? I can't wait to find out but hold myself back from rushing things. Moving up to kiss her again, I try inserting a finger as a probe. I'm greeted by heat, softness, and slippery wetness. 

    It would seem she's ready. 

    "It's time." I draw back and separate from her completely to stand up. Her expression suggests she's wondering why I seem to be stopping now. But when I begin to undress, she smiles shyly. 

    My initial idea hasn't changed. The naughty magazine of the drawn variant had a particular fantasy that wasn't possible in my previous world, but that my body can replicate without a problem. It had to do with biological impossibilities, which my very existence stands for. 

    In my mind, I go through all the relevant templates to find what I need. Hm... too small, too curved, too weirdly shaped, too- eww! Delete! 

    Well, I can't really do that, but I banish the thought of its existence so that it hopefully never comes up again. There are quite a few to choose from since I did swallow a lot of them. That sounds so wrong!  

    Finally, I find what I'm looking for. From between my legs, an appendage sprouts that girls shouldn't have. When I peer down, I find that it's twitching on its own and looks quite grotesque. It's like a separate living being. 

    Hestia's eyes grow round at its sight, and her jaw drops slightly in shock. She stares at it for a moment, then looks down at herself as if trying to measure the depth it's going to reach. Her lips curl up into an anxious smile as her eyes dart back to it, unsure of whether or not it's going to feel good. Finally, she resolves herself and brings her hands down to her opening to spread it for me. 

    The sight of that causes my mind to go blank, and my unnatural growth stirs at the defenselessly sprawled-out girl before me. She's ready to receive my manhood - as strange as that may sound coming from a girl - and even enticing me with her alluring gaze. My entire abdomen feels like it's pulsing in response, telling me to take her. 

    "Please, give it to me..." She breathes, her eyes framed by those indescribably fitting glasses peering up at me with anxious resolve. That expression blows away any reservations I may have lied to myself of having, and I pounce on her. Locking lips with her while rubbing myself against her, I feel a tingle run up my back.  

    "Here I go." When I can no longer take it, I use a hand to align my tip with her opening before pushing my hip forward. It enters unexpectedly easily, and in an instant, more than half of my length is buried inside her. 

    My entire body nearly gives out at this entirely new sensation. Unlike my tentacle form, which seems to have diminished feelings - and in which it still felt incredible - this body is essentially that of a normal human being with all of its senses. I'm basically myself right now, except for that certain part I just created for this purpose. I never expected that it would feel this good! 

    Hestia keeps her eyes pressed shut and tries to suppress the urge to let her voice run free. But her inner walls are convulsing and sucking me in, and she suddenly wraps her legs around my waist. It causes my member to bury itself all the way until it hits a dead end. 

    She snaps open her eyes and lets out a breathless moan before her resistance melts away completely. All my sensations are concentrated on my nether regions, and I begin to slowly draw back. An electric shock spreads throughout my body, urging me to push back into her hot embrace. 

    My hips instinctively thrust back and forward again, and this time, it causes Hestia to let out a yelp. Staring at me in embarrassment for a moment, she turns her head and covers her mouth. Now that my hands are free, I grab her wrists once again and hold them down. 

    "N-no, Chloe... I... ahhh!" Just as she protests, I move inside her and take her off-guard. It's the most beautiful sound I've heard from her yet, and I begin to move in a slow rhythm to hear more of it. Her eyes are fixed on mine, brows wrinkled and lips pursed, trying to hide her expression of pleasure for as long as she can. 

    But she eventually gives in, as my motions become faster and more skilled. This is my first time doing it like this, though I can tell that the instinct is ingrained into me somehow even when I'm not actually human. 

    I change the angle slightly and grind into her depth, upon which she throws her head back and lets out an unintelligible noise. Her insides twist and wrap around me with a previously never experienced intensity. It very nearly drives me over the edge, so I pause for a moment; I don't want things to end too quickly. 

    With that thought, I lift my leg over hers and flip her onto her side, before pushing my pelvis forward. This posture lets me explore another angle of her, and it draws high-pitched squeals as the pleasure drives her crazy. 

    When I sense that I'm nearing my limits, I stop once again to change positions. That seems to be the right call, as I feel myself calm down a little. It also gives Hestia a moment to breathe. Flipping her over onto her stomach, I enter once again and grind down on her. She grasps the sheets and buries her face in the pillow to muffle her voice echoing through the room. 

    I feel something well up in my abdomen and know that no matter what I do, it's going to burst out very soon. And drawing it out for too long will exhaust her too much, so this could be a good place to end things. Flipping her over onto her back once again, I get up on my knees and thrust into her from above. 

    But for a moment, my mind fills with a strange thought. What happens when I release it inside her? I didn't recreate everything from the human template I used, so is there even anything to release? Would she get pregnant from the seed of the human I used? 

    My Crawling Chaos form can generate fluids that aren't part of my body. That time in the academy, I did cover her in a lot of it both inside and out, but there are yet any signs of her having become pregnant from them. 

    All my thoughts at that moment boil down to one thing: I wouldn't mind if she bore my child. 

    That's when I see Hestia's face as she looks up in a moment of clarity. She hasn't been in control of her voice or thoughts in a while now, but as if sensing my intentions, she's staring into my eyes with trust and affection. 

    My mind goes blank, and my dam bursts. Pressing my body against hers, the boundary between us seems to melt away as I feel something rush through my member and inside her depths. Maybe it's just the same thing as the mucus my tentacles expel, or it's indeed the life-giving matter that I hope it to be. 

    Whatever the case, the electric shock from the climax runs up my spine, and I nearly white out. Pulling myself together, I look down on Hestia's heaving chest, as she lies there with her arms above her head and her wings curled in mind-numbing pleasure. But when she glances up at me, I can tell that while she's satisfied, she isn't done yet. 

    Neither am I. 

    





   



 Chapter 67 - The Fifth Element 

      

      

    "How did you sleep?" Saia asks with a knowing smile when we come down the stairs to the restaurant area. The volume of our voices should have spilled from our room, so everybody most likely overheard what we did. 

    "Not much." I reply truthfully and tilt my head. There's nothing embarrassing about people overhearing me embrace my lover and elicit the corresponding vocal expressions from her. But Hestia averts her gaze and hides her flushed face. We went round after round with few pauses between them, and she stopped caring about letting out her voice pretty soon. Now she's regretting it. 

    "Come on. Breakfast is ready." Naco appears from the kitchen door and states in a matter of fact tone while carrying a tray of steaming hot bread. She's the more mature of the two, not commenting on our activities last night first thing in the morning. 

    When we reach the large round table where the others have gathered, Asoko grins at me. But it seems something good happened for her as well; Zirno is sitting on the bench next to her, leaning on my other half with an affectionate expression. 

    Kozii is sitting next to his father, trying to avoid looking at any of us. He seems a little peeved, maybe because he found out that I don't like boys - a preference that Asoko shares with me. Adano maintains the same mature air his older wife does and only greets us with an acknowledging nod. 

    "Let's eat." Naco sets down the bread next to the assortment of toppings already present on the table. With this, we commence breakfast under the interested glances of Saia and Asoko's suggestive smirk. It's an awkward atmosphere, but luckily, Adano breaks it. 

    "Today, we will procure supplies for the journey ahead. There are no villages along the way, so we will have to bring everything for you." He begins to explain our course of actions for today. 

    "Us?" I tilt my head, wondering what he may mean by that. 

    "Yes. We can live off the land without a problem, but I assume you need it." In the most natural tone, he replies with a statement many might consider rude. 

    "We don't-" Asoko begins, but I interrupt her.  

    "You said it takes five days, right?" I ask to confirm the timeframe. "By foot?" 

    "Yes. The path takes us across the mountains, so we can't take ponies." Adano replies while cutting his bread with skilled hands. 

    "We can fly there in a day. If you don't mind going without supplies on your way back, that is." I throw into the room, and five pairs of dark blue eyes stare at me from across the table. For any earthbound race, the thought of flying should be completely foreign in a world with a mostly medieval level of technology. 

    "What do you mean by that?" Naco glances at Hestia questioningly, thinking that I'm suggesting she'll carry all of us on her own. Even if the angel girl is deceptively strong, that's quite impossible. 

    "I can fly." Asoko and I reply in unison. And as if on a silent signal, both of us sprout Fata wings. It's funny that mine are black to match Hestia's, while hers are pure white per the base template - more so because my skin is light while hers is dark. We're like mirrored twins. 

    "What are you?" Saia asks in a suspicious tone. During our short battle yesterday, I showed that I'm definitely not human, but at the time, I still only appeared to be some kind of demon. But they most likely never heard of a type that has abilities like ours. 

    "Well, we're demons." I explain before Asoko can answer. She pretty much knows everything I do by now, but I'm not sure she fully grasps what it truly means to be a Crawling Chaos in this hostile world, so she might blabber it to others. I haven't even told Kamii and Daica what I really am yet, and while I don't want to keep secrets from them, it's best to ease them into it slowly. 

    "Are you sure you can carry us over such a distance?" With a skeptical look at our wings, Adano asks while crossing his arms and tilting his head. I have to continually remind myself that this is a fully-grown man rather than a child, so thinking that he looks cute should be considered rude. 

    "I never tried it for such a long time, but it should be fine. We don't tire easily." Pointing at my other half, I reply with a shrug. In fact, I'm pretty sure we don't ever tire, but it's an ability I don't necessarily want to announce to the world. 

    "We kind of heard that." Saia comments with a suggestive grin. Her older sister shoots her a silencing glance for that inappropriate comment, causing her to avert her gaze in embarrassment. 

    "How long until we can depart, if you don't need to pack for five days?" Ignoring the pointless interjection, I continue the conversation. 

    "We can leave right after breakfast then." Naco, smiling in the persuasive way only a mother can, replies in her husband's stead. She's suggesting that we eat now and talk later. 

      

    When we finished the most important meal of the day, we prepared the few things necessary for the journey and departed. It was a mostly straightforward sendoff, though Zirno did look sad to see my other half leave. By now, I'm fairly convinced that they did something together last night, or she wouldn't have taken to her that quickly. Once we've separated from Adano and Kozii, I'll ask Asoko about it. 

    We left the city and walked a distance before deploying our wings. Out of the five dark elves, only those two accompany us, resulting in Asoko carrying the latter while I take the former.  

    "So tell me about this place we're going to." I ask my passenger, but he only glances up at me with the expression of a mouse being stared down by a snake. The same fear of flying seems to affect Kozii as well, who's clutching my other half's arms while pressing his eyes shut. "Guess we can do that during our scheduled break." 

    We have Hestia navigate using the map, as our hands are full with our passengers. Unlike Hanif and Fayza, the nomad orphans we picked up in the desert when it was still only the angel girl and me, dark elves seem to be far more earthbound. They have both lived a longer life than the two humans and never experienced the world from a bird's perspective, so it's understandable that they're much more afraid. 

    Shortly after high noon, we set down near a mountain plateau and have lunch. Adano and Kozii drop to their bottoms the second we land and try to get up on shaky legs like newborn foals. They refuse food for the time being, stating that they can't be sure whether or not they'll be able to keep it in when we take off again later. I'm glad neither threw up mid-flight, considering we had a pretty big breakfast.  

    Turns out that Hestia is the only one eating, and she says that she's okay with doing it while flying. Thus, we take off again, despite protests from the two dark elves that the break shouldn't be over that quickly. 

    Since we're following the angel girl's lead this time, I'm watching her rather than observe our surroundings. Through that, I got confirmation that beings with large wings really don't need to flap them very often. She mostly glides through the air, slowly losing altitude until she instinctively feels it necessary to regain it with one slow beat of her wings. Both Asoko and I have been doing the same without consciously thinking about it. 

    The Amanikon mountain range makes way for hilly plains around the early afternoon. Our destination lies at the easternmost tip of the continent, within the ruins of a fortress built by the Empire of Terminus over a thousand years ago. It was a staging ground for the invasion of the then city-states of Mineva, Phobio, and Deima, which later formed the Mineva Republic after throwing off the empire's yoke in a bloody revolution. 

    Over the following centuries, the fortress lost its importance and fell into ruin. But according to the information acquired by the Nomads of Ogin across the ages, the transportation circle should be untouched. I'll believe it when I see it. 

    I plan to return to Arkaim and have Mithra send us directly to Daica's store. Not only do I not remember what the circle under the academy looks like, but Kamii isn't even there anymore, so there's no point risking entry from that place. 

    By the time the sun nears the horizon in our backs, the open sea comes into view. Hestia points ahead, signaling that we're approaching our destination. Even from this side, I can see that it's a coastline consisting of tall cliffs with no beaches on either side. 

    When we approach it, I find that the ruins are more complete than I expected. The walls are covered with lichen, but aside from some wear due to the weather near the sea, it looks untouched by time despite its age. The front gate stands open, and the paved road is cracked and overgrown with weeds. Even though its infrastructure looks good, it's been abandoned for a long time. I guess there's no need for a fortress position this remote when humans aren't at war with each other anymore. 

    This reminds me of the description of the fortified port town Pontis Daemonis, which the Empire of Terminus erected on the easternmost tip of Ceogath. It just seems that the empire likes to build forward bases like this wherever they invade, with varying levels of success in holding them. 

    "You never told me what this place was called." I turn to Adano, who walks behind me on shaky legs. The second part of the journey didn't help him get used to flying any more than the first did, especially because Hestia sometimes unconsciously dove into thermals to gain altitude and we followed her into them thinking it was part of the route. 

    "Castra Legionis." He replies in an almost reverent tone. Before our departure, he described everything about it to us but left out the name for some reason. 

    "Where is the transportation circle?" Not thinking too much about it, I ask despite knowing that he's going to lead me there anyway. 

    "In the basement of the main keep. This entire fortress was built here because the ancient circle was discovered by empire spies at the time." Adano explains while pointing at the castle-like building towering above the barracks and other structures. 

    "What did they want with it? It's not like normal people can use it." This is something I've been subconsciously wondering about back in the academy, but I was never able to grasp the thought properly until now. Why would the academy go through so much trouble to hide the transportation circle if only those who have a space affinity can activate it? The Khurut Sultanate readily destroyed all theirs when they found that the demon armies could use them to invade, so shouldn't the kingdom have done the same?  

    "It's true that people without a space affinity can't use the ancient transportation network. But some circles directly connect to one another in two-way paths which anybody can activate." The dark elf makes this huge reveal in a hushed tone. This is the first time I hear of this. "The nexus for those is located in Vertex Mundia." 

    "So is this one of those? Will we come out over there instead of where we want to go?" That's quite important to me because we'll have to be prepared. Vertex Mundia is the capital of the empire and the largest human city in the world. And the empire is in a direct alliance with the Fatas Triarchy, meaning many have seen them for real unlike the people in the sultanate or the republic. Hestia's black wings will draw all the unnecessary attention when we appear there. 

    In fact, the Royal Academy could have sent wanted fliers of us just like how Daica used the dark elves network to find me. Her letters have reached even a town as remote as Kalava at this point, so it wouldn't be a stretch to think the academy, with its much larger pool of resources, has done something similar. 

    I was lucky that the old lady in the scribe's store directed me to Adano and his family rather than call the guards. 

    "No, this is a universal one. Back in the day, the empire had several mages with the space affinity." He explains, causing me to feel relief. Then I begin to wonder. 

    "How do you know?" Asking without showing my growing suspicion of his knowledge, I look ahead instead of staring at him to appear casual. 

    "The ancient records say so. Nobody has cared about Castra Legionis in a millennium, so it's not being kept a secret." If he thinks I'm suspecting him, he doesn't show it on his face and replies with a shrug. 

    "Have you been here before?" Reading ancient books is good and all, but if whatever is written in them isn't true, our journey here would have been pointless. If this circle leads to Vertex Mundia instead of being universal, I'd rather spend time searching for the right one. 

    "We have visited the ruins before, but never entered the keep." Adano gestures at his son walking next to Asoko. It must have been a family trip. 

    "Weren't you interested in seeing the interior?" I ask when we reach the open gate to the courtyard. Even if I didn't know space magic, I'd still go on an exploration tour of the ruins. 

    "We were, but were never able to enter." He points ahead toward the doors of the keep. The two wings seem to be made of solid gold and are richly ornamented with an intricately carved relief. One side depicts a woman with such long hair that it falls to the ground and curls around her feet, wearing armor and wielding a sword in her left while reaching out with her right. She seems to be beckoning the feral-looking woman on the other side over, who has messy, medium-length hair and wears only an animal's fur draped over her shoulders. 

    The typical setting of civilization meeting a so-called savage. 

    "How has this not been stolen yet?" I mutter to myself rather than intending it as a question. All ancient ruins in my world that aren't first discovered by archeologists usually have no traces of treasures left. I doubt that this place is under cultural heritage protection - and that the concept even exists in this world. 

    "So you can't open it?" Asoko ascends the dozen steps leading up to the golden door. I'm sure she's letting the Crawling Chaos body take over on the inside to increase her strength. But I'm reasonably sure that it's not the problem here; otherwise, a group of people would have been able to pry it open with tools in the past millennium. 

    She puts one hand on each wing of the door and begins to push with all her strength, but it doesn't budge. Blinking her eyes in surprise, she then tries again, only to get the same result. Then she alternates between the two wings one by one, at which point I shake my head. 

    It's obvious that there's more at play than just the door itself. The unnatural strength of a Crawling Chaos is incredible, but if the interior is barred with rocks, it won't be able to achieve much either. The best course of action would be to find another way inside, and if it comes to it, make one ourselves by opening a hole in a wall with earth magic. 

    "Maybe this has something to do with it." Kozii points at the arrangement of five weathered pedestals. There's a square of checkered black and white stones free from any lichen or moss a few steps away from the bottom of the stairs. One such pedestal stands in each corner, and one in the very center, as if marking a ritualistic site. 

    "Let's see." I walk around the right one closest to the stairs and find an abstract symbol of fire on top of it. When I inspect the other three in clockwise order, I find that they show water, wind, and earth respectively. The one in the center has no marking, so I can only guess what it is. 

    Senka isn't here right now, but I'm sure she would comment that this seems too convenient to be a coincidence. 

    "Mico Ignis." I mutter and point at the fire pedestal. Then, in quick succession, I cast one spell of each element onto the others. "Pilos Aquos, Ventus Circuitior, Illapsum Lutum." 

    But nothing happens. Everybody stares at me in varying degrees of surprise, wondering what I'm doing. I glance around as the spells fade away one after the other. Especially the ephemeral ones like fire and wind don't stay that long for me to try out different things on the central pedestal, while water and earth both more or less still cover their corresponding ones. Do I have to physically light a fire and keep it going? Will I have to keep blowing wind too? 

    "I can help with those two." Asoko comes down the stairs and offers while pointing at them. 

    "Guess I only have to figure out what the center one is." Scratching my head, I look at the unmarked pedestal. There are three magic affinities that could fulfill the requirement of it, two of which I never learned any spells for. Luckily, I have a pretty good memory for things that have been used in a fight against me. Basarab summoned a shadow blade to slash me with, and Thorvald let me hear plenty of incantations; I don't remember all of them, but I should be able to replicate the easier ones. 

    Timing it with my other half, I gesture at her when to cast the spells while I try with light magic first. The spirit spear is the most obvious choice here, so when I give the signal, we count down from three. Just to make sure because she has to chant two spells while I have only one that also has a quick execution, I wait until she has activated the fire pedestal. 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" I point at my target and let loose a spear made of light right at the moment when the whirlwind spell hits the wind pedestal. 

    Once again, nothing happens. But I don't let this discourage me and signal for Asoko to go again. This time, I'll be casting the shadow sword Basarab blocked my bone blade with. I'm sure it was something like... 

    "Sarapi Baleda!" This time, I need to concentrate on the form of the magic. I've never used this spell before and don't even know what it's supposed to do except for look menacing, but it unexpectedly comes out of my hand as I wanted it to. Since this thing lasts a bit, I cast it before my other half even starts chanting the first one. 

    Timing it right after the whirlwind spell is cast, I slash my target with the shadow blade. It passes through the stone without causing any damage, leading me to believe that this magic may have some hidden properties I'll have to test another time. 

    And as before, there's no reaction from either the pedestals or the golden door. Adano and Kozii have sat down on the floor a distance away and are watching us in curiosity, while Hestia is staring at me with an encouraging gaze. Couldn't she have helped with wind magic too?  

    "One left." I glance at Asoko, who nods in understanding. Magic doesn't use any form of energy such as mana or spirit in this world, so we can keep casting spells forever. This would be a whole different affair if we could run out and have to wait a while to recharge it. 

    For this attempt - hopefully the final one that will open the path for us - I have to replicate Thorvald's magic. Two incantations stayed in my mind the best: The one he used to increase gravity so that I could be impaled by Bjorn and Magni's stone spikes, and the one at the very end when he pushed Hestia toward me. Both should fulfill the criteria for space magic if that's what this pedestal requires in the first place.  

    "Gravico Slosito!" At the end of Asoko's part, I chant the gravity-increasing spell and accidentally catch myself in it. My knees nearly give out from the pressure, but I undo the spell just in time before I could fall.  

    I don't even know whether I also hit my target or it just went off on top of me instead. With a single look from me, my other half understands that I want to go again. This time, I position myself right next to my target. 

    "Gravico Slosito!" I cast, but it seems to have been with too much intent. My upper body bends under the sudden increase in gravity, and my face slams straight down onto the platform of the pedestal. 

    "Woah! What was that?" Asoko asks with a worried expression but then turns away, and her shoulders begin to shake. "Going through the wall head-first... pfft-" 

    It seems that was from suppressing the urge to laugh. Now she just points at me and lets herself go. Adano and Kozii exchange a glance, but when they see that I'm not only okay but seething at hearing my own voice making fun of me, their faces lose all expressions, and their mouths turn into straight lines. It's fair to say that they were about to laugh too, but reconsidered just in time. 

    "Are you alright?" Hestia comes over from outside the square where she has been waiting and motions to put her hands on my face. The moment her fingers touch me, the ground underneath our feet quakes, and all five pedestals start turning while disappearing into the ground. 

    "Huh?" Asoko looks around in surprise. When the square tops of the pedestals complete the checker pattern on the floor, the golden door slides open sideways instead of swinging in- or outward. Of course, nobody would be able to push them open if that's how they actually move.  

    "What was the last one?" Adano comes over and asks with a confused expression. 

    "I don't know, but it doesn't matter." I reply while pointing at the door. "Let's get inside quickly, in case it closes on us again." 

    In reality, I have a pretty good idea what that last element could have been. Fire, water, wind, and earth are the four classical elements, and some sources would say the fifth is void, others that it's aether. Neither of those was present, but when Hestia touched me, she must have fulfilled the conditions. 

    "The fifth element is love, huh?" My other half whispers to me as we ascend the steps together ahead from the dark elves. Hestia's cheeks redden a little when she overhears this but then looks at me with an affectionate smile. 

    "I guess so." Replying to Asoko, I return my beloved fallen angel's expression with my own. We discovered this purely by accident, and if she hadn't been with me, we wouldn't have been able to open this door without using excessive force. It's no wonder that nobody else succeeded so far; being able to use all four elements, even when in a group, as well as have two people in love with each other inside the square should be an exceedingly rare occurrence. 

    Moments after Kozii walks through the doorway as the last member of our group, it begins to close again. Now that I think about it, how are they getting back out? I doubt it's going to be as easy as pushing a button or moving a lever. They didn't need to come inside with us. 

    But when I look around, I find that there really is no mechanism to open the door from the inside. Maybe there's some kind of puzzle on the inside as well, but if the two dark elves don't look bothered by it, then I don't need to be either. 

    There's a short corridor with one opening on the right and the left before us. Asoko and I each take one side, and we peer inside to see that they're empty guard rooms without even a trace of furniture left.  

    When we come into the entrance hall, I find that there are some arrow slits on the second floor, reachable by two stairs on either side of the large room. Asoko and I could have squeezed through there without having to break anything. Hestia is another matter, though, so that point is moot. Maybe there are bigger windows further upstairs, but now that we're already inside, it's no longer of importance to find out. 

    It's unexpectedly clean in here as well. This place has been abandoned for such a long time, but somebody kept the puzzle mechanism outside clean for all this time. Maybe it's not abandoned after all, and they're living here after they managed to find a way inside. 

    "That must be the entrance to the cellars." Kozii points forward. At the back of the hall, there's a single set of stairs leading down. If I were in an explorative mood, I'd have tried looking through the doors on either side of those stairs, but now I just want to get on with things. After all, returning to see Kamii has come so close within my grasp. 

    "Be careful of any potential traps." I say even though this is most likely just some boring ruin. But as a gamer to whom dungeons are synonymous with monsters and hidden traps, I can't help but look around searching for the obvious clues to such things. 

    We reach the bottom of the stairs without incident and find a metal door. It's not golden, so it opens with a simple push - although it's quite heavy. The interior consists of a corridor with naked stone walls just like in the entrance area. 

    "Now we black out, and when we wake up, it's flooded, and there's an invisible monster in the water." Asoko comments what I hold myself back from saying. I'm the only one who's going to get that reference here, but I do chuckle at the fact that we both thought of the same thing once again. Even after half a year of separation, either of us is still mostly me. 

    "That monster should be afraid of us." I give her a toothy grin and lift a hand to cast a light magic spell to illuminate our surroundings. I know for a fact that dark elves have some level of night vision, but Hestia's eyes aren't the best anymore. 

    Only in the light do I see that the floor of the corridor is built covered by even-sized square panels, with the one in front of us being an obvious pressure plate. All the others beyond the first have coin-sized holes in them. 

    I just had to go and jinx it by thinking about traps, didn't I? 

    Just in case, I try stepping on the plate to see whether or not the mechanism even works, considering how old this place is. The snapping sound of spikes shooting up from below confirms that they do. But to my chagrin, they don't stop anymore; the spike trap in front of me comes up about every five seconds, stays for about three and takes two to go back down. Each subsequent trap does the same with alternating timing, meaning that at any given moment, every other panel is occupied by sharp spikes. 

    "Screw this." I state and grow four stilt-like legs from my back with which I hook myself into the deep groove where the curvature of the ceiling begins. It's the same technique I used in the academy when I snuck through the corridors at night and had to avoid detection. 

    There's plenty of space between where the spikes stop and the ceiling, so Asoko and I can just carry the others over. I won't waste my time carefully walking from one panel to the next.  

    "Alright, I bring Hestia, you bring Adano and Kozii." Suggesting this once I'm back, I speak to Asoko. A part of me just wants to make sure my beloved angel girl is safe, though it's a fair separation of work. Hestia's wings increase her bulk to about the same as the two child-sized dark elves, so we'll both have our hands full - although she's very light. 

    "What are you?" Kozii asks, his big blue eyes filled with awe but also a hint of fear. 

    "That question is getting old. We're demons with very convenient bodies." I still put time into responding while placing an arm around Asoko. She strikes a pose and makes a peace sign, though that's also something nobody here will get. 

    Once the two dark elves get over their initial surprise and then apprehension of our strange bodies, Asoko carries them across the trapped corridor with ease. Once they're on the other side, I follow with Hestia in my arms. A part of me thinks that I may have subconsciously asked them to go first to see whether or not there were hidden traps to punish such cheating; I would never risk my beloved angel to try that out. 

    "This is so exciting." She comments while in my embrace. This isn't a joyride, and the chance of getting injured or dying somewhere along the way is still present - if not for me, then for her - but I can understand her sentiment. It's an adventure, in a trap-filled ruin that is most likely also filled with treasures. 

    Not like I have any use for it, but if we do come across a room full of gold and trinkets, I might as well dive in and take it all inside me for future use. Even if it's not for me, I'm sure Maou-mama could use it to fund things in the Dominion. 

    Suddenly, I feel one of my stilt-legs stepping on a tile that gives way by about an inch. That can't be anything but the activation switch for another trap. I instantly flatten myself against the ceiling and pull Hestia up with me.  

    The spikes on the panel right underneath us shoot up far higher than they should. The fallen angel closes her eyes and turns her head as the sharp implements nearly reach her face. But luckily, the existence of somebody like me wasn't within the expectations of whoever created this contraption. No human could have reached a position like the one we're in, so it doesn't go all the way to the ceiling. 

    When we make it across, Hestia's knees wobble at the thought that she was very close to being turned into a honeycomb. I couldn't react fast enough to pull her inside me, so we were fortunate that the machine had its limits. 

    "We need to be much more careful from now on." I take a deep breath and announce. 

      

    On the other side of the trapped corridor was another metal door, but it was open just like the one to the cellar. Beyond that was a spiral staircase that led deeper into the bowels of the fortress. There was a strange gutter on both sides but elevated from the ground, which led me to believe that this may be part of another trap. 

    The entire thirteenth step down the staircase turned out to be one big pressure plate which released a rolling boulder behind us. But I wouldn't have any of that and ran back up the stairs to stop it with my full Crawling Chaos strength before it could gather any momentum. Then I used earth magic to transform it into sand - which turned out to be a mistake as the sheer amount washed over us like a wave. 

    With sand inside everybody's clothes, we reach the bottom of the stairs in a disgruntled mood. There were no other traps along the way, but feeling the grains with every step is bad enough. There's another corridor before us, and it's quite apparent what the next obstacle is going to be. 

    There are half a dozen metal pillars with blades sticking out from them at different heights each, placed on rails in the ground and the ceiling. They're unmoving now, but I'm sure that they will start up one way or another; there's just no avoiding those pressure plates, it seems. 

    "Don't you think a trap-maker's craft is a curious one?" Adano suddenly asks while looking ahead through the corridor, where another metal door marks the end of this obstacle course.  

    "What do you mean?" Asoko asks before I can. 

    "He doesn't get to witness the efficacy of his own work." Replying with a wry smile, he turns his head and shrugs. 

    "Quite philosophical, but what do we do about that?" I ask while pointing at the traps that will most definitely turn into whirling blades. It's most definitely possible to navigate through them because I don't think the traps were made with the intention to keep out intruders. The five pillars outside are one piece of evidence for that, as an unpickable mechanical lock with a key only the owner holds would have been far more effective. 

    They seem to serve as a selection process as if looking for somebody worthy to make it through. Who knows, maybe the reveal will be that the final trial is a sword stuck in a rock, and whoever pulls it out is the rightful Emperor of Terminus? It would be a hilarious turn of events if I were to be that person. 

    Leaving the idle thoughts aside, I look around to see if I can spot the activation switch so I can tamper with it. But as if to mock my very idea of attempting to cheat again, the machinery activates, and the pillars start swirling while moving across their rails. A suspicion that there's clear intent in this timing creeps into the back of my mind. 

    "Create a shield for them, sister." I ask of Asoko, and she immediately casts the wordy light barrier spell, encompassing Hestia and the two dark elves. Once I know they're safe, I focus my thoughts on my target and start chanting. "Mico Effero Flammis." 

    The wave of fire hits the first swirling trap and clings to it, but does nothing other than that. This spell is supposed to be a burst of napalm-like flames that stick to the target and stay until they're burned up completely. I should have known that it doesn't work on metal, though. 

    "Good job. Now it's no longer a swirling blade of death, but a burning swirling blade of death." My other half's snarky comment feels like a dagger stabbing into my back. 

    "If you're so clever, why don't you try it?" Snapping at her, I point at the trap to cast a water spell for putting out the flames. "Pilos Aquos." 

    Asoko undoes the light shield, and Hestia beats her wings to disperse the steam the collision of fire and water created. We exchange places, and my other half steps forward while pulling up her sleeves as if intending to physically stop the traps. 

    "Watch and learn, sister." She says while glancing back with a smirk. Then she lifts her fists and covers them in bone before throwing a punch at a blade. 

    I cover my face with a palm when I see her forearm get sliced off, fly through the air, and bounce off the light shield I erected. She stumbles back to avoid the same happening to her head, then turns around and looks at us with a sheepish expression. There's no way I can joke about her failure when that was exactly what I wanted to try next, though. 

    "Your turn..." She comes back toward us, picks up her severed forearm and reattaches it, and tags out with a meek nod. I undo the light barrier and sigh. 

    "Do you need a tip?" Hestia suddenly leans on my shoulder and whispers in my ear. The sensation brings back the memories of last night when she did the same but spoke different words. "You have already used the answer to this problem. Twice even, when counting between the two of you." 

    "Oh?" I turn to look at her, but she brings a finger up to her lips and winks impishly. It takes me a moment to understand, but then I realize what she's talking about. Both Asoko and I used this spell to protect those who are more fragile than we are from potential shrapnel when we tried to destroy the traps just now. We were already trusting in the strength of the light barrier.  

    My other half erects that very same barrier once I'm outside its range, unwittingly showing me what to do. I walk straight through the spinning blades, avoiding getting anything sliced off but not worrying about cuts as those can be healed quickly. Once I'm in position, I cast the spell, expanding it to the size I did back in Rathgolim when it encompassed our entire party of seven plus Senka. 

    The blades spin into it and as if hitting an immovable wall, bend or snap off completely. I hear the sound of gears breaking and machinery stopping under my feet, and eventually, all six swirling pillars come to a complete halt. 

    "That was pretty clever." Asoko commends me with an impressed look. I hold myself back from making any comments here and wave the party over so that we can continue. 

    





   



 Chapter 68 - King Of The Monsters 

      

      

    Our path led us deeper and deeper underground, as we easily passed through an area infested with skeletons - people who may have challenged this place before us - by using the Libera Animar spell. I had to wonder about others making it this far, but opening the gates to this place isn't as difficult as I was thinking earlier. And a millennium is a long time that allows people to figure it out repeatedly. 

    There was a series of rooms with walls shooting bolts at regular intervals. Asoko and I used earth magic to plug the arrow holes and walked through without an issue. We could have done the same in the corridor with the spikes emerging from the floor, but I didn't think about it back then.  

    Following that was a narrow walkway across a room of lava, and bladed pendulums swung at us from both sides, which the light barrier made trivial. I had to wonder how deep underground we were, but when we eventually reached a corridor where half the wall had crumbled away, it was revealed that in all of the meandering we did, we were about halfway down the cliff behind the fortress. 

    This could have served as another entry point, but it's moot now. 

    That corridor eventually curved back underground, and we came into a massive hall reminiscent of Rathgolim. Of course, it's nowhere near as magnificent as the city of the dwarves was, but this may also be dwarven handiwork. 

    But if it is, it's not visible because the floor is covered by a mountain of treasures. The vast majority of it consists of gold coins, next come gems both polished and raw, and lastly, there are a few goblets and trinkets here and there. 

    This is more than I could have even dreamt of. Something doesn't feel right about this amount of riches just sitting in an underground hall without anybody knowing. Adano said that nobody cared about this place in a long time, but there should have been historical records of what was hidden in its dungeons. 

    "It feels like a dragon could appear here." My other half voices the one concern I didn't want to speak out loud. From experience, I know that putting it into words is a jinx in this world. 

    And as if to prove me right, a mountain of treasures comes alive. Coins and gems begin shifting like sand, rolling down the slope as something underneath them pushes itself up. First, a dark golden tail with a spiked bludgeon-like growth separates from the piles of gold. Following that, a ridge of jagged bony plates rises like a multitude of shark fins. Powerful arms break out from the sea of gold, sporting three long claws and leathery wings. Then, the massive back is unearthed before an elongated neck comes into view. Finally, the head rears itself, revealing an appearance reminiscent of eastern dragons. Its entire frame is powerfully built, with the bulging muscles clearly visible even through the coat of golden scales. 

    It looks almost twice as big as the one Dregana turned into, so it's safe to assume that this is a full-fledged dragon; she was a dragonkin, which might explain the size difference. In other words, this one most likely can't transform into a human but is undoubtedly more powerful. 

    "Uninvited guests, huh? How long has it been since we last had visitors?" A deep and rumbling voice speaking Imperian with an unexpectedly sophisticated inflection emerges from the dragon's throat, as his yellow eyes fixate on us. It doesn't look like he's talking to us though. "What should I do with them, I wonder." 

    "We're not here for your treasures." I raise my arms to show that we're coming in peace. Then I hear metal clanging behind me and turn my head to find Asoko with an armful of gold, looking like a thief caught in a police searchlight. 

    "Oops." She makes and drops her spoils with an innocent expression that appears feigned no matter how one looks at it. 

    "Is that so." The dragon brings his head around and eyes us more closely. He alternates his gaze between me and my other half, then smells the air as if to confirm. Drawing back in surprise, he turns his head to look at me with his other eye. 

    This situation is bad. All my expectations regarding this world's fantasy standard have been fulfilled, if not surpassed. That means dragons should be immune to magic and possess scales harder than steel. Unlike sandworms, I will most likely not succeed in making him swallow a fire explosion spell. And even if I did, I doubt it will have much of an effect on him. 

    "An angel with black wings." Even though it seemed like he wanted to comment on us, he turns his attention to Hestia instead. She shrinks under the intense gaze of a being that could swallow her in one bite and doesn't dare to blink. 

    But even under the tense circumstances, I calmly analyze the fact that he spoke the word 'angel' in an English-sounding pronunciation, while all his other words are in perfect Imperian. I'm sure Senka would be able to explain to me what this means, but unfortunately, she's not here. 

    "Please, great dragon-" I start, causing his glowing eyes to shift to me. 

    "Kiamedras is my name, child of the stars." He introduces himself and drops another tidbit that surprises me. The only other being in this world that seems to think I'm not a demon but an alien being is the doll girl, referring to me as a Cosmic Horror. 

    "Please, great Kiamedras, we only want to use the transportation circle here." I try to mend the situation exacerbated by Asoko's thoughtless actions by telling him our intentions. "There's no reason for us to fight." 

    "Oh, I see." He draws back slightly and lifts his head to look down on me with an angry glare. At least that's what I think his mostly expressionless face suggests, as a shiver runs down my back at the sight of it. "You suggest that if I decided to devour you, you would be able to put up a fight - that what would happen then could be considered a fight rather than a one-sided slaughter." 

    Not good. My words seem to have offended him, even though they weren't meant to sound like I was picking a fight. I'm confident that a single belch of fire would reduce me to ashes, even before I have the time to put up a light barrier, so it wouldn't be much of one. 

    "That wasn't my intention." I quickly explain, eliciting a chuckle from the giant dragon. For some reason, that's more terrifying than if he had roared at me. 

    "I know. But as you have your reasons for being here, so do I have mine." Kiamedras begins to circle around our group, a hint of sadness in his voice. Glancing at us in passing, he then continues as if speaking to himself. "These treasures are not mine, even if their owner gifted them to me. Even an elder dragon such as me is but a test." 

    "Test?" I had such a suspicion before when I thought the traps had too many exploitable gaps to be strictly for keeping out intruders, but with his comment that has become a certainty. "What for?" 

    "That, you will have to find out yourself." He replies while turning his head to look at us. Stopping his pacing where he started, he then positions himself right in our way and spreads his massive wings in a menacing gesture. "It is unfortunate, but we will have to fight." 

    His emphasis on the last word makes it clear that he's still hung up about my choice of using it earlier. But he doesn't sound spiteful at all; his regretful attitude makes it clear that this isn't entirely his will. 

    "Can't we solve this peacefully?" Now that I know that he can not only be reasoned with but also seems reluctant to fight, I can't go all-out. Of course, I don't see how we can win if he's really immune to magic - although that's only a theory that I don't want to have proven right in the middle of a life-and-death battle. 

    "You cannot run, and you cannot continue onward without defeating me." Kiamedras nods his snout toward the place we came in from, and I turn around to find that a golden door has appeared where the normal one was before. Can this dragon control gold? 

    "Please, I don't want to fight you!" I raise my arms and plead once again. 

    "Enough! Prepare yourself!" He raises his head and roars. Then his neck lights up, and flames erupt from between the scales leading up to his throat as if there are slits to let out the excess heat. 

    "Scatter!" I shout and drag Hestia sideways behind a mountain of gold. One of her wings is sticking out, so I grab and pull it into safety just in time when a wave of fire blows past where we just stood. The two dark elves seem to have gone into hiding on their own, and Asoko was able to get behind cover as well. 

    "Did you not say fight? Are you going to keep running, hoping that my flames die out?" In a tone oozing with snideness, Kiamedras roars while walking toward us. The gold doesn't melt under the heat of his flames, so at least it's comforting to know that the arena won't shrink with time. Though from the wording of his rhetorical question I can tell that he won't ever run out of flames to breathe at us either. 

    Maybe I do have to resolve myself to fighting after all. First, I'll have to see whether or not he really is immune to magic. Can't give up without trying. 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" Asoko appears from behind her cover and chants, summoning a spirit spear that flies straight at Kiamedras' neck. He doesn't have enough time to dodge, but when the projectile hits the scales, it disperses without causing any damage. It turns out my theory was proven right in the middle of a life-and-death battle after all. 

    "There you are." Turning his head toward her, he belches another stream of fire. She rolls sideways, but her clothes are set aflame anyway. 

    "Pilos Aquos!" I chant with one hand pointed at her to help her put out the fire. Then I stomp on the ground while raising my other hand in the direction of the dragon. "Pilum Gradum!" 

    From underneath the gold, a pillar of stone rises right as Kiamedras opens his maw to fry me. It hits his lower jaw and forces it shut just in time, causing the flames to spew from every hole in his neck instead. Even though it wasn't a strong impact, having his breath stopped, and the heat forced through the much smaller openings seems to affect him after all.  

    "Asoko!" Seeing the opportunity, I extend a hand toward my other half, and she immediately follows me while ripping off her burnt clothes. "Bone Hammer!" 

    "Size?" Without even questioning my request, she asks for specifics. 

    "As big as you can go." I start to grow in size while running toward Kiamedras, as he shakes his head and takes a deep breath to regain his bearings. "Maximum penetration!" 

    "Got it!" She grabs my hand and starts transforming her body to match me. Within a few steps, I grow to nearly ten meters in size while Asoko turns herself into a sledgehammer with a pointed head. Jumping into the air before either of us are finished, I swing the bone hammer down at the dragon's head. 

    My other half impacts the side of his face, the force sending him tumbling sideways. However, even the hardest bone template we have is weaker than dragon scales, causing the hammer to crack. 

    Kiamedras quickly gets back on his feet, far less shaken from this attack than he was from swallowing his own fire. For some reason, his expression seems to suggest that he's having fun in this battle to the death.  

    "Eyes." Asoko and I say at the exact same time, and she transforms herself into a bone spear while I stay quick on my feet and run behind a pillar to avoid a stream of fire coming toward me. Rounding the cover, I get on the other side and perform a lunge with the living spear, aiming straight at the yellow eye. 

    But he sees us coming and turns his head, causing my other half to slide along his horns instead. The thrust causes me to lose my balance, and Kiamedras uses the opportunity to rush at me with his wings spread. I let go of Asoko and twist my enlarged body so that he doesn't get to catch my arms with his claws. 

    He still tackles me to the ground and tries to bite off my head. I turn my arm into a vertical bone and stick it between his teeth to keep his maw open. Even though I've grown to almost ten meters, the elder dragon still towers over me when standing on his hind legs. And his musculature is stronger than even the Crawling Chaos body underneath my still human form. 

    Then I see flames rising from inside his throat and turn my other arm into a spike to stab into his open mouth. His claw catches my elbow and pins it down, and I already see myself get burned like I did when Aldebrand burst out from inside me. 

    Suddenly, Asoko appears over his shoulder in her real appearance. It's the first time I'm seeing her like that, and now I know why; unlike me, she has a blood-red body that looks far thinner than mine and has tentacles trailing from all over it like a thick liquid dripping down but never separating completely. Maybe she hasn't shown it so far because she didn't want to remind herself of the fact that she's not the original one. After all, before we split, our real appearance had a rather buff form consisting of black tentacles wrought like ropes to recreate muscles. 

    Kiamedras notices her from the corners of his eyes but doesn't feel compelled to stop trying to torch me first. So far, neither of us have shown that we could substantially harm him even when working together.  

    However, Asoko extends her tentacle arms and grabs the corners of his mouth. I instantly see what she's trying to do and pull out the bone arm lodged in his jaws. With a roar of exertion, she pulls his head back just in time, as the flames come out and overshoot me.  

    "Annoying creatures!" The elder dragon seems to have become enraged from being handled like that. I don't know whether we can exploit that as he'll surely make mistakes or he's just going to get serious and not give us any room to strike back. 

    He spins his body around and slams his back against a pillar to get Asoko off of him. I see that as an opening, but he already expected it, as his bludgeoning tail hits my side before I'm back on my feet again. The force sends me flying into a wall, and my form wavers from the impact.  

    That's when I see Hestia flying into the air while raising her arms as if casting a spell. From my angle, I can't see whether or not her mouth is moving, but if she does, the sound of it eludes my hearing as it always does. 

    Within her palms appears a black spirit spear, and I realize that she didn't see Asoko's spell fail to do any damage earlier. Kiamedras spots her approach, and I try to scream for her to get out of the way because he will scorch her alive. 

    But instead of breathing fire at her, he dodges preemptively as the angel girl releases her spell. He's too big to avoid it completely, so the spear explodes on his shoulder and scorches his scales. The impact throws my other half off, and she tumbles down a hill of gold. 

    Does this have anything to do with the elder dragon calling Hestia an angel? It seems her species possesses abilities that humans don't, and their magic is far more potent. In either case, that means she can fight alongside us. 

    "The black angel joins the fray, I see." Kiamedras doesn't sound too concerned even after he was hurt from that last magic attack. I was right, and he really is having fun. It seems that he isn't as reluctant to fight as he appeared to be earlier after all. 

    He stands upright on his hind legs and beats his gigantic wings, creating a powerful gust of wind that sends Hestia tumbling through the air. She catches herself in time, but the momentum causes her to slide across a mountain of coins. However, that wasn't the extent of his attack, as flames emerge from the slits in his throat, this time's target the angel girl. 

    "Asoko!" I call out to my other half while running across the room toward Kiamedras. She peeks out from behind a pile of coins in her human form with a confused look, then transforms into a vularen to bridge the distance to me better. "Hammer!" 

    "You sure?" She asks since our last attempt didn't work too well. But she complies anyway, trusting that I have a plan. 

    Hestia erects a sphere of darkness, a corrupted version of the light spell that was the MVP today, just in time to shield her from the onslaught of fire. But Kiamedras doesn't let up and continues to spew it at her waiting for the barrier to give out. 

    "Don't ignore us!" I jump through the air and catch Asoko in the middle of her transformation, to swing down at his wounded shoulder with all our weight and the aid of gravity. 

    But telegraphing my attack like protagonists always do in anime was a stupid move - who could have guessed? Kiamedras turns his head, and his breath of fire hits me straight in the face because I have no way to avoid it in midair.  

    From the surprise and pain, I let go of Asoko and instinctively hold my face. Unable to see, I roll across the ground and consciously try to mend my burns by replacing the scorched parts on the outside with new matter from the inside. 

    Another wave of heat assaults my whole body, and I quickly shrink in size while covering myself in a shell of bones. I read somewhere that bone can withstand fire to some degree, although I wouldn't count on it to protect me for long. 

    "Spiritia Sanctia, Servas Eon Circon Meas!" I chant as quickly as I can without fumbling the words. The barrier of light that was able to shield Hestia from the fire extends around me, and I feel the heat on my shell subside. Still, the exterior is burnt black and beginning to crumble. Good thing I could cut my sense of pain or that would have hurt like hell. 

    "Like a turtle in its shell." Kiamedras quips in an amused tone. "But how long can that hold out against the flames? Will you not become a baked turtle soon?"  

    "Shut up! Your existence is cheating!" I spit at him, quite aware of the irony of my accusation. Unlike his, my body defies many laws of physics, which even magic can't replicate. There are no spells to create an infinite inventory space like what the inside of me essentially is. And I can transform into anything down to the genetic level to the point where not even a saint can detect that I'm a demon - or space monster. 

    "So that is the extent of your abilities. How disappointing." My words seem to have made him lose interest. His eyes no longer hold that glint of excitement he had before, and he turns away. "Should I end it or... I see." 

    That sounded like he was talking to somebody only he can hear. Then I realize what it is that he saw; he turns to Hestia, whose barrier of shadows has disappeared. She is holding up her arms and speaking a longer incantation with her eyes closed, thinking that Kiamedras is still distracted. 

    "Hestia, watch out!" I scream when flames emerge from his throat. Then I spot Asoko from the corner of my eyes running past me while chanting the light barrier spell. She gets between the angel girl and the stream of fire just in time to block it for her. 

    Throughout it all, she didn't stop casting her own spell, as if trusting that we'll be there to support her. I breathe a sigh of relief, then consider scolding her for being so reckless later - after we defeat the dragon. 

    I sincerely hope that wasn't a death flag, though. 

    "Stop hiding!" It seems that being repeatedly denied the satisfaction of burning his targets each time is quite frustrating. I know from experience in video games that an enemy who blocks everything is no fun at all. 

    That's when Hestia's spell is finally completed. A massive flare of darkness appears above her and turns into a blade oozing with inky black streaks. I imagine that it would be radiant if she weren't corrupted, but that looks far more terrifying. 

    With a simple gesture, the blade comes down on Kiamedras, who beats his wings to quickly get out of its reach. The swing misses, but the black angel extends her arm forward, causing the sword of darkness to narrow into a spear that pierces right through his chest. 

    It seems that this powerful spell only lasts so long, as the black spear fades away after one attack, leaving the elder dragon with a gaping hole in his ribcage, which bleeds profusely. He lets out a painful roar and gets on all fours while glaring at Hestia with hateful eyes. 

    Then a half-translucent black membrane covers them from the side like the third eyelid of reptiles, and as if that was a switch, all the scales on his body seem to flip over starting from the head, turning black in a wave. The bony ridge that extends all over his back and up to his head lights up from the inside, starting from the tip of his tail. The glow travels up his back in stages while a pulse-like humming that grows louder accompanies it. When it reaches his neck, the very air seems to be vibrating from the noise, and his throat begins to glow from the inside as well. 

    Asoko stares into it like a deer does into the headlights of an oncoming car, but Hestia reacts by quickly erecting a barrier of darkness. It seems her chanting is faster than ours because it takes just a few syllables to complete the spell. 

    Pulled out of her stupor by the angel girl's quick thinking, my other half does the same and speaks the incantation just in time to overlay the angel girl's spell with her own, when a bluish-white beam emerges from Kiamedras' throat. It cuts across the ground and straight through both barriers before it ends as quickly as it was shot out somewhere halfway up the room's wall. All along its path, the gold has turned into slag, and even the stone has melted. 

    "HESTIA!" I scream, thinking that she was caught up in it. But when the steam and dust clears, I find that she has gotten out of the way just in time. Then I notice Asoko on the ground, the right half of her body gone and the massive wound bubbling to regenerate. 

    Even without me saying the word, the angel girl instantly starts healing her, while I run toward Kiamedras to stop him from potentially firing another one of those deadly beams. His black scales make him look far angrier than the golden ones did, and when the black membrane draws back to reveal his eyes, I see that they're glowing crimson rather than their previous yellow. It seems he snapped.  

    Before I get in range, the light starting from the tip of his tail reaches his throat once again, but he directs it at me this time. I wait until the second he shoots to roll sideways while at the same time shrinking myself to avoid the beam. Even then, one leg gets caught in it, and unimaginable pain shoots up through it. The heat evaporates it until nothing is left but a bubbling stump. 

    I have enough mass, so I regrow a new limb on the spot; if I stop here, I'll die in the next shot. Turning big again to bridge the last steps that separate me from the elder dragon, I dodge his snapping jaw and slide right underneath him. 

    But Kiamedras sweeps his wing around and performs a lariat to my chest, throwing me backward. He then spins his body, unexpectedly nimbly even though he has a gaping hole in his chest, and slams his spiked tail into me. 

    I block it with my arm but feel the bones inside get pulverized, and several spikes penetrate the arm and into my ribcage. It doesn't matter to me though, as I quickly melt the broken limb back into my body and form a new one with which I grab his tail. Mustering all the strength I have, I pull on it and try to swing his body as if performing a hammer throw. 

    But he bends his tail to remove the tension so that I can't move him and snaps at me with his jaws again. This time, I can't avoid them, and his teeth rip into my shoulder. I already expected something like this to happen and explosively grow bone spikes from all over my upper body. Even if his scales are as hard as steel, the inside of his jaw should still be soft tissue. 

    With a yelp, Kiamedras lets go, and I see that blood is flowing from his mouth as he glares at me. Then the black membrane closes over his eyes, and once again, the humming noise starts. The light travels from the tip of his tail up to his back, but while he's doing that, he's open for an attack. 

    I lunge forward, avoiding his claws by diving underneath him. He beats his wings to get on his hind legs so that he can shoot the beam down at me, but the gaping wound seems to affect him after all; his right wing doesn't have enough strength, and he lists to the side, exposing the hole in his chest. 

    Taking that opening, I ram a hand straight into it while chanting the fire explosion spell. Guiding it with my sense of touch, I place it right in his chest cavity, where it detonates at the moment the beam charge reaches the same position. 

    A massive explosion rocks him from the inside, and his entire back is blown open by a mixture of my flames and his own plasma breath. The ceiling and wall behind him melt under the immense heat, and he falls on his side with his wings and tail flailing wildly from the pain. His eyes are widened in surprise, jaws ajar in silent agony. The scales on his body quiver and switch between black and gold like a short-circuiting machine. 

    Drawing back my stump of a forearm, I quickly grow back a new hand, but I know that this battle is over. Kiamedras' movements slow down and then come to a halt, as his wings twitch and the scales stop changing colors. He still draws breath, so maybe one lung wasn't destroyed, but it's obvious that he'll die soon. 

    "Impressive..." With a rattling sound in his voice, he commends us even though we killed him. His expression softens as he looks at me, and I get the feeling that he's smiling. "Maybe... you can... do it..." 

    "Do what?" I ask in surprise, but it doesn't seem like he can hear me anymore. 

    "Go on... child of... the stars..." His speech slows down, and his eyes grow unfocused. "Consume me... and grow... stronger..." 

    Kiamedras trails off, and all life leaves his eyes as his body relaxes. His wings slacken and cause a small landslide of coins drenched in the blood overflowing from his corpse. A powerful urge to eat overcomes me at the sight of his remains, but I suppress it to give him a moment of silence. I'm not ruthless enough to revel in the death of such a majestic being and shouldn't think of it as food the moment it stops moving - especially since we were still talking to each other until moments ago. A part of me is sad that it had to come to this even though it was his will. 

    "Ohh, Kiamedras... I will miss you." A refined female voice suddenly echoes through the hall, speaking in a mournful tone. I look around in surprise, but it stays silent after. What was that? 

    Then I remember that there's something more important to think about right now: Asoko sustained a wound on the same level as I did from Aldebrand. Knowing Hestia, she already healed her, but I still need to check on her condition to make sure. Turning around, I find a child version of me standing beside the angel girl peering up at me. Her expression suggests that despite having been hurt so badly, she still feels respect for the elder dragon. 

    "Did you hear that?" I ask her and Hestia, but they look at me with confused expressions. Was it just in my head? 

    "Where are Adano and Kozii?" Asoko inquires in a higher pitched version of my voice while looking around. I get the overwhelming urge to cuddle her; you don't get to see a younger you every day. I was pretty cute back in my childhood, if I may say so myself. 

    "I haven't seen them since the dragon appeared." I reply with a shrug. The two disappeared behind some mountain of treasures right before the battle began, and I haven't seen them since. Hopefully, nothing happened to them. 

    "Will you eat him?" Hestia asks with an uneasy expression; she must have overheard him. 

    "That was his last wish." I lower my gaze and turn back toward him. Unlike with the sandworm in the desert when I didn't even have enough mass to form a full human body, Kiamedras' size is just so that when I spread myself as wide open as possible, I can take him inside me. 

    "I'll break him up inside me, and then you get half." I say to Asoko with a weak smile. This battle has really left a bad aftertaste, and I haven't even eaten yet. 

      

    By the time Kiamedras' body is dissolving inside me, I realize that in order to give it to my other half, I need to spit out the half-digested body. It already feels like desecration to eat his corpse, but this would be just too much. 

    "Sorry, sister." I mutter with a subdued expression, causing her to stare at me in surprise. 

    "Huh?" She doesn't understand when I just apologize like this, but her face tells me that she doesn't need to know the specifics to realize that I messed up somewhere. Otherwise, I would never speak like this. 

    "He's gone. Tee hee." I stick out a tongue and look away to avoid her judgmental gaze. 

    "You what?!" She flares up, then jumps up to try and bop me over the head. But she's too small to reach my head and instead hits my chest, which bounces from the impact. That seems to enrage her even more since her current shape is entirely flat. "What did I lose half my body for?!" 

    "At least have the template." I pick her up and seal her lips with mine while giving her saliva mixed with the dragon's blood. This way she'll at least have it saved for future use, once she gets back enough mass. 

    "Should I head back and eat the skeletons?" Licking her lips after our kiss, she seriously considers this option. Even though this is only the second time and the closest to selfcest we've come ever since the idea entered our minds during our first meeting, she doesn't seem to think much of it. I guess the situation doesn't set the mood very well. 

    "I doubt they'll give you much mass." I shrug and point at the door on the other side of the one we entered from. It appears to have opened on its own and reveals a corridor. "Let's finish this and get to a place where we can buy you food." 

    We start moving while looking around for Adano and Kozii. Maybe they already went ahead the moment the door opened, but that seems to be an unlikely explanation for them not trying to contact us after the threat has disappeared. 

    I'm also still bothered by the earlier voice. For now, I'll stay on guard in case there's another enemy ahead of us. Kiamedras said in his last breaths that I may be able to succeed at something. If he had been the final protector of the riches or the transportation circle, he wouldn't have used that wording. 

    The corridor has alcoves on either side where small wells are filled with fresh water. At the very last of them, the two dark elves suddenly pop up with drenched faces and hair. 

    "Woah!" I'm surprised by their appearance, and so are Hestia and mini-me. "What were you doing here?" 

    "We washed the soot off our skin." Adano replies with a smile. Something feels off about it, and the tone of that answer nags at the back of my mind, but I can't pinpoint it. 

    "It was good that you got out of the way of our fight." Asoko states with a nod. Kozii stares at her with big eyes but holds himself back from commenting about her sorry appearance. 

    "What is this...?" Hestia's shaky voice reaches me, and I see that she, wholly uninterested in our reunion with the dark elves, has walked ahead to open the door to the next area. Something on the other side seems to have shocked her. 

    "What did you find?" I quickly join her and peer over her shoulder. That's when I see what she's referring to; the hall before us is filled with lifelike golden statues. They stand, sit, cower or kneel, wearing expressions ranging from courageous to terrified. 

    I push the door open all the way and walk into the hall while looking around in a stupor at the sheer amount of statues. What kind of artist would put time into making such a collection? 

    And with this exact question, another terrifying possibility forms in my mind instead: They were live humans once, and something turned them into gold. This could be a unique type of magic or even the power of a curse. There are still too many things I don't understand about either after all. 

    "I have a bad feeling about this." Asoko comments while eyeing the golden face of a man in plate armor, eyes closed and shield raised to block something he wasn't sure he could withstand. 

    "Do you know anything about this?" I glance at Adano but then turn around completely to stare at him. His lips are curled up slightly, but his expression is cold. The sight sends a shiver down my spine, and I feel that something is wrong with this situation. 

    "Do you know the legend of the Golden Queen?" He asks in the tone of a priest speaking of their god. 

    





   



 Chapter 69 - The Queen's Trial 

      

      

    "What are you talking about?" I stare at Adano, whose aura has wholly changed. Kozii is standing by his father's side, but his expression is the same neutral one he had all this time. It seems that he knows what Adano is talking about, but doesn't share his enthusiasm. 

    "I don't fault you. Few have heard of Queen Aurelia, as her existence was unjustly struck from history. But when you share knowledge across millennia like us Nomads of Ogin do, you will inadvertently learn about her tale." The elder dark elf explains in the same manner a teacher would do to their students. He walks past us, toward the back of the hall where a female golden statue sits on a throne that stands atop an elevated platform.  

    That's when I finally realize that the golden shine coming from all around us not only originates from the lifelike statues but also an uncountable mass of weapons in stands, stabbed into the ground or simply piled up carelessly. If the hall earlier was the treasury, this is the armory. 

    Adano comes to a stop at the bottom step of the throne platform and kneels before the long-haired woman, whose lifeless golden eyes continue to peer across the room. Kozii follows his example and joins him in reverence before what is most likely the statue of this Queen Aurelia that he just mentioned. 

    The level of detail on her is the same as in all the others, but differently colored gold was used to make her beautiful features and regal robes. She looks far more lifelike, as even her combed-back long hair that drapes itself over the throne and down to the floor is of a shade different from her skin. With sclerae of white, lips of rose, and many other hues of gold employed across her body, she appears far more human despite possessing an overall metallic sheen. 

    "You stand before the Golden Queen. She will weigh your strength in one hand, your spirit in the other. Should she find you lacking, only death awaits you. Should she find you worthy, the world shall be at your fingertips." Adano turns to me with his arms outstretched in a grand gesture and announces ceremoniously. He really is like a different person compared to when we talked with him in his inn. "The Queen's trial awaits you." 

    The dragon seemed to be the obvious final boss of this dungeon, but the voice mourning his death somewhat prepared me for a revelation that he wasn't. But the woman on the throne is a golden statue, so she can't be... 

    Who am I kidding? She's going to come to life, isn't she? 

    The very fact that she's more intricate in her color scheme means that it's what she always looked like, while all the others in the hall were only turned to gold. It was most likely her ability that did this - maybe a unique form of magic or a curse. She may even be a minor goddess; that shouldn't be a novelty in this world, considering we ran across one of the fourteen major gods in the middle of a continent-spanning desert. 

    Something tells me I should avoid touching her at all cost. 

    But instead of the Golden Queen statue starting to move, all the others in the hall straighten their postures from whatever they were doing in their final moments. As if acting as one, they turn around to us and raise their weapons. 

    The first slashes at me with his sword, but I let it hit and cut through my collarbone to my heart. I have to admit that it was a very efficient swing which would have killed a normal human being in a single stroke. But I'm neither normal nor a human being. 

    Grabbing the weapon with my wound and turning my body, I disarm the golden man. Then I pull out the sword and cut at him with all my strength. I read somewhere that pure gold is very malleable, and find that the sword leaves a dent in his shoulder armor, but also bends from the impact. He doesn't even stagger and pulls his dagger; physical attacks like this won't even be able to slow them down. 

    Hestia shoots a black spirit spear at an aureate female adventurer coming at her. The explosion of darkness blows her upper body open like a grenade launcher did with a certain liquid metal enemy in a certain movie. The enemy falls over unmoving, meaning that this level of damage can take it out. 

    I try with a spirit spear of my own, producing a similar effect to a lesser extent. The explosion gouges a hole into my target but doesn't wholly incapacitate it as Hestia's spell did. The same happens when my other half casts it. 

    I always thought my magic had needlessly strong output, but in the light magic department, I don't measure up to Hestia at all. Though in her case it's a corrupted version of light magic. 

    Shooting at the slowly approaching golden troops one by one, I understand the need for speed and area of effect in action roleplaying games. When an enemy takes two or three shots, others can cover the distance in that time and engage you in melee combat. With the sheer amount of enemies in this room, we'll get overwhelmed eventually. 

    My eyes fall on the golden statue sitting on the throne, and I have to wonder: Will this end if I destroy it? The only way to find out is to try. 

    "We have to get to the throne." I point at the platform next to which Adano and Kozi are standing and silently watching our struggle. "Open a path for me." 

    I transform into a vularen and lunge forward to push down the aureate warrior in my path, only to find that a man made from pure gold is heavier than a wolf-beast more than three times the weight of a grown person. 

    Instead, I get a sword to the head, which embeds itself halfway into my skull. Luckily, it doesn't hurt a Crawling Chaos to get cut or pierced, and I grow myself larger until I can overpower my opponent with weight alone. When I'm nearly five meters tall, that point has been reached, and my paw pushes the golden man down. While I've been struggling with this one enemy, Hestia and Asoko have already gotten past me and created an opening toward the throne platform using spirit spears.  

    Wordlessly, I rush forward and slam aside the aureate soldiers trying to get back up or approaching me while still damaged by my two companions' spells. I have to be quick about this because, without me, their clear speed is a third slower now. The angel girl won't survive a sword through the heart like our kind does. 

    I aim to shoot as many spirit spears into the Golden Queen as it takes to destroy her. She hasn't moved so far, but I'm sure that she's alive. And that means she's most likely the one controlling the golden company. In fiction, when the central command structure is taken out, the whole army will conveniently collapse. 

    Adano and Kozii watch my approach with different expressions; the latter is clearly intimidated by my giant wolf impression but continues to stand his ground next to his father, who looks not in the least concerned. Does he think that I wouldn't attack him if he acted like a simple observer? He knew about this and led us here on purpose, so that's a betrayal in my book.  

    "Hasta de Lumin!" When I'm nearing the stairs, I chant ahead of time and shoot the first spell at the unmoving statue on the throne. However, the projectile doesn't even reach her and explodes prematurely, as if there was a barrier. I stop and stare, but can't see it. 

    It wouldn't even be funny if it just happened to hit a fly in midair, causing the spell to go off. I haven't used the spirit spear often enough to know all of its properties, so maybe it really explodes the moment it comes into contact with anything regardless of its size. 

    I try again, with the exact same result. But I see that the boundary seems to be the elevated platform, so maybe I can get inside that area and ignore the invisible shield. It does put me dangerously close to the Golden Queen's touch, though. Even if she isn't moving now, I doubt she won't be aggroed if I get into that area. 

    Peering back, I find that Asoko and Hestia are already back to back, close to being surrounded. I'm sure they'll figure out that they can just fly out of the encirclement when it gets too dangerous, but people forget the simplest of things when the situation is tense - just like how I didn't fly over here and fought my way through in vularen form.  

    "I'll deal with you later." I growl at the two dark elves next to the stairs and rush up the steps. 

    But before my paw reaches the first one, something pierces me through the back and pins me to the ground. Looking over my shoulder, I see that it's a spear from among the massive collection of weapons in the hall. 

    "Who gave you permission to ascend?" The voice I heard mourning for the elder dragon echoes through the hall, but it's filled with righteous ire this time. When I peer up at the throne, I find that Queen Aurelia has risen from her seat and is looking down at me with a cold glare. Adano and Kozii instantly fall to their knees and keep their heads low, though I don't know whether in reverence or in fear. Her rose-colored lips curve into a derisive sneer. "As expected of a mongrel. You took the form that suits your nature best. Know your place." 

     She points at me, and my body is pierced by countless golden swords that pin me to the ground. I had just pushed the spear out of me by shrinking and employing my malleable body, and now I've returned to square one. This is frustrating! 

    I shrink further while turning back into my human form to shake off all the golden blades in my body. Throwing my arm around, I whip a tentacle toward her in anger but stop myself just in time to remember that I shouldn't touch her. 

    "You dare to extend your filthy appendages towards me, vile beast?" Once again, with the most casual gesture, she lifts a hand in my direction, and a sword cuts off my arm. "Prostrate yourself." 

    Just as I extend tendrils to reattach my severed arm, a sledgehammer comes down on my back, and my knees buckle under the weighty impact. If I were a human, that would have shattered my spine. She just made me kneel with the right amount of force as if knowing what I can survive. In other words, she's playing with me. 

    "Even as a child of the stars, you are nothing before me." The Golden Queen states in a haughty tone that reminds me of Drills for some reason. But there it is again, child of the stars. Both she and Kiamedras seem to know something about me that most others in this world don't. But I don't have the leeway to think such idle thoughts. I need to create a shield to give me some space, but the incantation is pretty long. 

    "Spiritia Sanct-" I mutter under my breath while acting like I'm in pain to hide my actions, but a sword pierces the back of my head and emerges from my mouth, locking my jaw in place. "Ack-?!" 

    "When in the presence of a queen, you speak only when you are allowed to do so." Adano breaks the rule he just preached to me by speaking for Queen Aurelia. But I guess he's her loyal follower, and she keeps him around for such occasions. 

    "Chloe!" I hear Hestia scream and peek over my shoulder to see her flying toward us on her black wings, accompanied by a massive blade of darkness that cuts a swath through the golden company. It seems Asoko somehow gave her enough time to cast this spell again, and it's aimed straight at Aurelia standing atop her high platform. 

    "A fallen angel." She shifts her gaze from me to Hestia and comments with a disdainful expression, using the same English-sounding word to describe a Fata that Kiamedras did. My eyes widen when I see her wave her hand at the angel girl almost in passing. 

    "Stop!" I pull out the sword in my throat and scream. Then I hear the sound of metal striking flesh behind me. 

    A single spear has pierced through the center of Hestia's back and emerged from her chest before pinning her to the ground like a butterfly on a needle. 

    My mind blanks out for a moment, but then I spin around on the spot and rush to Hestia's side without caring about leaving my back wide-open. To my surprise, nothing hits me, but I don't even want to waste any time looking back to see why that is. 

    "I do not attack those who have lost the will to fight." As if having read my mind, I hear the Golden Queen's voice announce. It seems she's so sure of her victory that she doesn't feel the need to finish me off now. 

    But saying that I've lost my will to fight is a huge assumption, and I'll prove to her that it's a wrong one soon enough. 

    When I reach the fallen angel, I find that she's still breathing, albeit only barely. Asoko runs over toward us but is beset by aureate warriors again, causing her to be delayed. I'm really glad that I met her when I did because she gave me an opportunity to recall all the light spells I learned from Arcelia's holy book. If I hadn't taught her when I did, I would have forgotten the longer ones by now.  

    "Luce Puellam Hoc Gravissimum Vulnus Sanandum!" I chant, then grow a tentacle from my back to pull the spear out of her body with one swift move before putting a hand on the profusely bleeding hole between her breasts. This is a high-level light spell that can heal a heavy piercing wound but does nothing for an extensive one such as what I sustained from Aldebrand's explosion or what Asoko suffered from Kiamedras plasma beam. The hole closes itself before my eyes, but I double check her back to make sure that the same is happening there.  

    "A monster from the infinite above mourning a black angel that fell from the heavens. How poetic." Queen Aurelia's voice echoes through the hall in a taunting undertone. I'm sure she isn't that petty, but under the current circumstances, anything coming out of her mouth sounds like a taunt to me. 

    Once I've verified that Hestia is completely healed, I look at her face and find that she has fallen unconscious. Unlike water magic, light magic doesn't drain the beneficiary's stamina when they get healed, but she must have lost consciousness from coming so close to death. 

    "How is she?" Asoko has slipped past the golden company by transforming into a small vularen - all she can muster with her current lack of mass - and asks when she reaches us. 

    "Protect her for me." I whisper to her and place Hestia in my other half's hands, trusting that she'll be able to do it. Then I stand up straight before turning to Aurelia, who sat back down on her throne without a care in the world. 

    "Has she passed?" Queen Aurelia asks with little interest in her voice. It seems she didn't notice that the angel girl has been fully healed, as the blood on the latter's clothes makes it hard to see the wound at this distance. 

    "You will pay for this." I glower at Aurelia and start walking toward her. Even though I've calmed down after saving Hestia, I have to keep the illusion alive that she took the angel girl out of the picture. 

    "Hoh? You are approaching me? Instead of running away, you are coming right to me?" The Golden Queen looks down at me while asking in a derisive voice. "Even though I told you that I do not attack those who have no will to fight, and the door behind you is still open so that you can run away with your worthless life?" 

    "I can't beat the smug out of you without getting closer." I clench my fists and continue without looking back. 

    "Oh! Then come as close as you like!" Queen Aurelia stands up from her throne and peers down at me with a self-assured smile. Her wide-open eyes show me that she's not as amused as her expression might suggest though. "But know that touching a queen has consequences." 

    She essentially confirmed my suspicion that she has the power to turn things to gold with a single touch, most likely through some kind of magic or curse. The thought that I may be unaffected by it, just like I was by Daica's, crosses my mind. But if it's a unique magic spell or even a divine ability, I doubt being a demon will protect me from it. 

    "Grandor Mico Ignis Fortior!" I chant the unstable amalgamation of a fire and two wind spells that got me a scolding from Astrid during my first fire magic class. It doesn't exist in any textbooks and is one of two unique spells that I created by pure chance - not like they're especially original. Their destructive power is real, though. 

    A massive whirling sphere of fire surrounds Aurelia, and this time, even Adano is compelled to dive to the ground in fear of getting caught up in things. Letting go of the spell last time caused it to implode on itself and take a whole chunk of the ground with it. This time, I'll be letting that happen on purpose and hopefully turn her into a puddle of molten gold. 

    But an uncountable number of golden weapons fly in from all sides and start circling in the opposite direction of the flames. Within moments, my spell has disappeared before I could let it implode in her face. 

    A terrifying thought crosses my mind at the sight of her effortlessly controlling so much gold at once: The aureate army isn't actually alive, but lifeless statues moved individually by her will. That should require an immense level of concentration. If I tried to create a split body connected to me through a thread, I'd most definitely fail to control either well, but she's doing it with so many at once. 

    And even if it seems like she can't really hurt me with physical attacks, getting cut into tiny pieces should be game over. Which part would be the one that houses my consciousness? Will it even stay intact when that happens? I never tried it, and I never want to. 

    "Is that the extent of your power?" Aurelia asks rhetorically as the swirling blades stop their dance and open up like a flower to reveal her with arms crossed. 

    "I'll stuff that mouth of yours!" I point at her in a threatening gesture, even though from the outside, I might appear like a weakling shaking a fist at an insurmountable obstacle. "In fact, when I get to you, I'll fill every single one of your holes with my tentacles and make you scream for mercy!" 

    "How amusing." The Golden Queen looks anything but as she lazily lifts a hand, and a rain of golden blades comes down on me before I can even put up a barrier. Her attacks are so fast that the times I was able to get off any spells were only because she let me. Unlike the dragon's telegraphed breaths, she essentially doesn't have any windup animations. 

    And that's when I remember a tool at my disposal that I've forgotten due to the sudden reveal of this boss fight. Usually, I would be reluctant to use an ability I have never tested before in the middle of battle, but under these circumstances, what other choice do I have? 

    With these thoughts, I turn into a copy of Kiamedras down to the genetic level. The weapons bounce off the dragon armor like water on a shed, and I grow to his original size using the mass I gained from consuming him earlier. 

    Queen Aurelia's façade cracks for the first time as she stares up at me with a surprised expression. Then her lips part to reveal teeth made from white gold, visibly grinding in anger as her eyes widen to show her complete irises. 

    "Do not defile his memory, creature." She yells at me while balling her fists. Two swords pierce my eyes, and I'm blinded on the spot. The shock of being unable to see far outweighs the unpleasant sensation of having something stuck in my eyeballs without feeling any pain - since I shut off that sensation for this fight. After all, pain is purely disadvantageous for a being such as me which doesn't die from cuts and stabs. I quickly push the blades out of my body and reform a pair of functioning eyes. 

    If that's all she can do, it's my turn to retaliate. I open my maw, intending to shoot her with a plasma breath, but I'm stumped; unlike moving on four legs or flying with a pair of extra wings, the instincts of the dragon Kiamedras don't have any information on how to use either the fire or the plasma breath. This is the worst timing to find out that this species learns those breaths rather than being born with them. 

    A torrent of weapons flies into my open jaws and shred through my throat from the inside. I watch as the world around me turns, and my own body and the messy stump of my neck comes into view. Undoing my transformation while I'm still in midair, I immediately spread my tentacles toward the much bigger body and rejoin it before it gains a consciousness of its own. If I went back inside too late, and it already had a new owner, I might get absorbed instead. 

    "Stop using Kiamedras' appearance, you filthy monster!" The Golden Queen's fury is almost tangible, and a bulging vein appears on her exposed forehead to drive that feeling home - even though she's made of gold. 

    "If you feel that strongly about it..." It's not that I'm relenting because of her attitude, but in my current form, I'm too vulnerable to her attacks. Shrinking down and returning into a human form, I clad myself in dragon carapace. At my size, they make me look like I'm wearing a suit of armor rather than having scaly skin. 

    "You dare make fun of me?!" Glaring at me for that quip, Queen Aurelia moves both arms to guide the mass of golden weapons. She has completely lost her cool after the revelation that I can transform into Kiamedras. If she had shown some restraints when I was in the elder dragon's form, then I might have been able to somehow use that to my advantage. 

    A vertical tornado of weapons, shaped much like the sandworm in the desert that Hestia and I encountered, flies at me, and I dodge it by rolling sideways. Even though it was able to withstand a rain of blades, I'm not sure this dragon armor can do the same in the face of this monster of an attack. 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" I chant while avoiding the golden shredder. The spirit spear flies toward Aurelia but is intercepted by a kite shield which gets a hole blown through it but doesn't let any of the force travel farther toward the Golden Queen. 

    Why is she using those to block my spells now rather than whatever invisible thing she had before? Or were those actually small plates of gold that completely disappeared in the explosion? Maybe she can't react quickly enough at this range and has to use larger shields to cover more area. 

    Learning that doesn't help me at all. I can only shoot one spirit spear at a time while she can attack and defend without leaving herself open to anything. The only way for me to win here is if I can get closer and hit her with that spell at point blank range. Or figure out how to do the plasma breath, but that one's a long shot. 

    Another idea enters my mind. It could be a huge mistake, but at this point, I'm running out of options really quickly. In this battle, all I've been doing was transform and dodge, never using the ultimate cheat ability of my already cheat-like existence. If my theory about it is correct, I should be able to at least seal her offense. 

    That's a huge if, and comes with a pretty big hook. 

    Once again, the golden storm swirls at me, but this time I meet it head-on - or rather, chest-on. I burst out into my Crawling Chaos form, but grow my body uncontrollably, drawing reference from the massive blob that my grandma appeared as thirty years ago. 

    The weapons pierce into my body, but can't go all the way through due to my size. Instead of pushing them out, I pull them in, and they disappear into the unfathomable depths of the pocket-dimension in my stomach. I can eat a dragon without looking fat on the outside, so I should be able to eat all of these as well. Of course, pure gold might give me indigestion, but it's okay if I can take away the Golden Queen's means of attack. 

    Within moments, the entire swarm of weapons has disappeared into my body. As before, even without eyes, I can see my surroundings, and notice that Aurelia is staring at me wide-eyed. Her glare is filled with utter disbelief, but anger soon rises in her again. 

    "You abomination!" With a roar, she raises both her arms and the entire armory comes to life. It seems she thinks that those weren't enough weapons, as every single item on the ground, on the display stands, and those sealed inside cabinets swarm toward me from all directions. 

    Each and every one of them disappears into my depths, leaving the room completely devoid of any gold except for the aureate adventurers scattered here and there, the throne, and the Golden Queen herself. 

    She stares at me, more veins popping up on her face as her rage, which has long surpassed its boiling point, enters the realm of plasma. If she were a human instead of a being made of gold - and hadn't tried and almost succeeded in killing Hestia - I'd almost feel bad about making her blood pressure rise to such an extent. 

    Extending an arm toward me in a grasping motion, she attempts to pull her armory back out from inside me. But I don't feel anything, and judging by her expression, neither is she - in whatever way she's sensing the location of the gold she manipulates. 

    I shrink my body back to my human shape clad in dragon armor and look up at her with an expression that suggests I'm coming for her now. I put my foot on the first step of her platform, and for the first time, the Golden Queen looks unsure of her victory. 

    But as if noticing the weakness overcoming her mind, she grinds her teeth and clenches her fists to beat it down. Then she lifts her arms and opens her palms, upon which her golden robes break into sheets that rearrange themselves into an intricately crafted suit of plate armor. Does she want to fight physically next? 

    "You should be honored. Only the gods have ever stood on the receiving end of this." Regaining her composure, Aurelia looks down at me with a whole new emotion in her eyes and raises her right arm in front of her. A part of me is impressed that a being which seems to be made of nothing but gold has eyes that still act as windows to her soul. "Sing for me, Vanadia." 

    A sword's golden hilt rises out of the open palm, then the blade emerges. No, calling it a rod would be more accurate, as it has neither a point nor a cutting edge. Its design is unlike anything I've ever seen before, consisting of a seemingly randomly woven golden mesh at the core covered by irregularly arranged and overlapping plates on the outside. 

    Aurelia's expression of affection as she regards her strange weapon stirs a feeling inside me. It seems that there's far more connecting her to it than just its usage as a last resort. 

    And my instincts tell me that this thing is dangerous. 

    But by the time it has fully formed, I'm already near the top of the platform. My instincts have never been wrong, so it's best that I don't give her any time to swing the baton. Mirroring my opponent, a sharp blade covered in dragon carapace on the outside and dragon bone at its core extends from my palm. 

    "I will grind you into powder!" At that sight, the Golden Queen grows angry again, thinking that I'm mocking her. But when she tries to raise her sword arm, I perform an upward swing in an attempt to cut it off near her shoulder. 

    I never learned how to wield a sword, so the result is me bouncing off her armor without causing any damage. If this weren't such a tense situation, I would be laughing at my overwhelming idiocy. Why did I do this even though I have better options? 

    But wait, touching her armor doesn't count as touching her, it seems. Or maybe her ability to turn somebody into gold doesn't activate unless she wills it to. That was a pretty dumb thing to do and could have ended the fight for me if her ability worked through her clothes. I acted rashly and used my own body as a weapon even though I have spirit spears and shadow swords at my disposal. 

    The Golden Queen brings down her strange weapon, but it's clearly not being used to hit me with physically. Instead, it's like the rod of remorse that an Enma, a god of death, carries to judge the souls of the deceased. Likening it to a conductor's baton might not be too far from the truth either, as a high pitched sound seems to emerge from it the moment her movement stops. 

    I instinctively jump back, but something invisible cuts through my left arm, part of the shoulder and head, completely ignoring the dragon armor. The pieces are further cut apart until only small shreds and slices remain, raining down on the steps to her throne. 

    "Hasta de Lumin!" I chant while lunging sideways in anticipation of the next attack. It was the right decision, as both my legs meet the same fate from above the knees with just the tiniest movement from Aurelia's baton. If I had stood still, that would have been my entire body. 

    The spirit spear explodes against Aurelia's chest armor but doesn't even leave a dent. Then I drop down to the floor, unable to stop my fall as I only have my right arm left. Rolling down the stairs, I notice that her invisible attack seems to have a spiral pattern, as there are deep grooves in the ground, expanding in a cone from the tip of her weapon. 

    Growing back the lost limbs immediately, I get up on my feet and create a thick shield out of dragon armor while chanting the light barrier spell. The grooves tell me that the attack can't cut through everything and is stopped by objects of sufficient thickness. 

    In the next moment, my entire body is vertically cut into a dozen slices. The dragon shield wasn't even able to slow the attack, let alone stop it. The one piece retaining my consciousness quickly grows out tentacles in both directions and pulls the separating parts back into a whole body. That was quite dangerous just now: What would have happened if she had used the shredding attack instead? 

    Luckily, the mass of my physics-defying body is evenly distributed across my outward appearance, so those dozen pieces each had enough of it to grow into a full-fledged human. But if not a single part had been enough to house my consciousness, I would have ended up like the shreds splattered across the stairs before me. Some pieces are beginning to wiggle, and the biggest will likely eat the smaller ones until a new Crawling Chaos is formed - but at that point, it will most likely be with a different consciousness. 

    While thinking these thoughts, I finish my incantation, which wasn't interrupted by me getting cut up. The sphere of translucent white covers me just as the Golden Queen swings her rod horizontally. Somehow, I'm not surprised to learn that her attack cuts through even this barrier, and I feel my body turning into a finely-sliced stack of ham. 

    "Thanks for the meal!" Asoko suddenly appears out of nowhere and runs up the stairs in her real form while sweeping up everything I lost with her trailing tentacles. Even though her mass was diminished earlier, she could still turn into her full blood-red Crawling Chaos appearance. But now she's getting it all back and more. 

    Throwing a tentacle sideways like a grappling hook and swinging herself out of the way, she narrowly avoids the Golden Queen's attack directed at her. In the same move, she speaks the incantation for the blade of darkness spell before swinging right back toward the opponent. 

    In the meantime, I pull myself back together and speak the same incantation as she is before following Asoko into battle. My other half avoids every swing from Aurelia's rod while hitting her armor with the black spell-blade whenever she gets the chance. Sparks fly, but it's nothing more than a nuisance so far - at least it's doing something, unlike my last application of the spell, which moved through solid matter without any effect. 

    "Damn you!" Aurelia yells, frustrated that she can't hit her. A black spirit spear suddenly explodes on her chest and blasts off half of her armor. Her body emerges unscathed, but she looks mentally shaken as she directs her eyes into the hall. 

    I stop as well and look back, to see Hestia back on her feet and with both arms raised while chanting something. Glowing red eyes send a fierce glare through her glasses, though it doesn't seem like she wants to activate her curse. Somehow, I doubt it would have any effect on a body made from gold either. 

    That's when her frustration and anger boil over, and the Golden Queen points her rod at the angel girl from across the room, ignoring both of me even though we're right beside her. Asoko uses a tentacle to grab the rod and pull it aside, while I swing the dark magic sword at the part exposed from the spirit spear explosion.  

    My other half's tentacle is shredded, but not before succeeding in directing the attack away from the intended target - it misses and only turns the stone pillar to the right into dust. That's when a second spirit spear from Hestia hits Aurelia's armor and blasts it away to expose most of her upper body. Using that opening, my immaterial blade cuts straight into her collarbone and emerges at her hip. 

    But to my not-so-surprise, I find that when I'm done with the swing, not only wasn't she cut apart but also has my spell dissipated. I watch in a stupor as her glove opens up on its own and her slender hand emerges to grab my throat. Then the realization hits me that she's doing this to turn me into gold, and the world around me seems to slow down. 

    From the corner of my eyes, I see Asoko extending a tentacle toward her hand in a desperate attempt to pull her away. But she's way too far for that to succeed. Only now do I realize that Aurelia is incredibly beautiful - perfection carved into a body that will never age. Her face may be distorted in anger, but it doesn't diminish her looks at all.  

    Despite being made of gold, her skin is unexpectedly warm like a human's and doesn't feel hard at all. The fact that I know this means that she has already made contact with me. My last thought is that I can only leave it to Asoko to find a way out of this now, and hope that she'll protect Hestia and reunite with Kamii in my stead. 

    "Huh?" 

    But that sound makes time run normally again, and I find that I'm still conscious and able to move. The Golden Queen is staring at me with her eyes wide open, her hand squeezing my throat quivering from disbelief, or not wanting to believe this. 

    It seems that her ability has no effect on me and must originate from a curse after all. Without a moment's hesitation, I grab the hilt of her strange weapon and twist it out of her hand. Her jaw drops in shock, for the first time showing an expression of despair. 

    "Do not touch my-" She begins, but I grow my body into a giant maw and swallow her whole before she can finish. 

    For a moment, I stand still and stay completely unmoving while I feel Asoko stare at me even though she has no face in her real form either. 

    When nothing happens, I relax and turn to Hestia, who looks at me wide-eyed. It seems we did it. 

    Of course, I didn't put her in the same place as all the golden weapons inside me, or she could control them to burst out like Aldebrand did. Just in case, I restrain her movements - including that of her mouth - with as much mass as I can spare and put her in the place that digests the fastest. I doubt that I can dissolve gold, so I'll keep her there until I come across a smelting furnace or a volcano into which I can drop her to end her existence once and for all. 

    I look down at the strange weapon in my hand. This must be some legendary enchanted weapon, and now it's in my hands. Swinging it in a direction away from either Hestia or Asoko, I try it out immediately, only to find that nothing happens. 

    Doing it again yields the same result, and I shake it to hear if something on the inside broke. My other half returns to her human shape, now back to its full size thanks to all the mass she collected from me and looks at me with an eyebrow raised. 

    "Give it here." She walks over to take it from me, but I don't just hand it to her. "I don't think that's how she was holding it." 

    "I doubt it has anything to do with how to hold it." I rebut and keep it out of her reach. 

    "Come on, don't be stingy. I want to try it out." Pouting in the same way I would have if our roles were reversed, she grows her arm to snatch it from me. I pull it inside my palm and put an end to this child's play. 

    Suddenly, the ground starts shaking, and both of me stop to peer around in surprise. That's when I notice Adano on his knees, staring into emptiness with a broken expression. He's muttering something while Kozii tries to pull him up to his feet. It seems the dark elf lost his will to live after seeing his queen defeated. 

    "What's going on?" I call out to him, but a large crack runs through the entire hall, fracturing into many smaller ones that travel up the walls and pillars toward the ceiling. As if mourning the defeat of its owner, the whole underground palace seems about ready to collapse. "Hey!" 

    I jump down from the elevated throne platform and land next to Kozii, who stares up at me in fear. Hestia flies across the hall toward us while dodging falling debris. 

    "This place won't last long. Tell us where the transportation circle is!" I grab Adano's arm and lift him to his legs, but he's like a lifeless doll and falls back down. "Do I have to beat it out of you?" 

    "Please don't!" Kozii steps between his father and me when I attempt to grab him again and pleads while trying to hold me back. Then he points to the left of the platform and answers my question. "It's behind the throne room." 

    I peer around the platform to find a corridor. Beyond it is another room steeped in darkness, but I can tell with my night vision eyes that there's another platform elevated by two steps, just like all the transportation circles I've seen so far. 

    "Come on, we're getting out of here." I wave at Hestia and Asoko, then motion to pull Adano and Kozii with me when a piece of the ceiling falls right on top of the former. His hand, the only part of him visible under the rocks, twitches and then goes limp.  

    "... dad..." The boy mutters with a blank face. I pick him up without waiting for him to realize what just happened and run toward the corridor. Hestia lands next to me while my other half goes ahead to check for traps. 

    "No, don't stop for me! Go on!" I shout at the angel girl, who reacts quickly and spreads her wings again. The destruction of the armory, used by Queen Aurelia as the throne room, grows more extensive as even pillars begin to topple and larger chunks of the ceiling come down. I glance back one last time to realize that underneath a layer of stone, the entire room was made from gold, which is now collapsing due to its own weight. 

    I now understand that the Golden Queen was constantly holding it all up even in the middle of battle. She could have easily won against us if she had used the full extent of her abilities and simply buried us under a massive pile of gold. 

    "Seems that we're doing the typical thing in movies set in ancient ruins." Asoko comments when I catch up to her and jump up the two steps to the transportation circle. Luckily, this room isn't crumbling yet, but the shaking is extending here as well. 

    "Run from falling stuff?" I ask with a glance to the corridor we just came from, where a cloud of dust is rushing toward us. 

    "Destroy them once the plot is resolved." She says with a grin, and I stare at her for a moment. Then I start laughing while activating the teleportation magic, and the runes start glowing. 

    "You're right." I reply and input my memory of the transportation circle in the demon castle. Before the ceiling of the room collapses on us, we're surrounded by a stream of light that whisks us away from this precarious situation. 

  

  


 
    Afterword 

      

      

    Eight months of big ups and downs have passed, and volume three is finally out. Those who were with me all along the way of this odyssey know how hard it was, but I won't bore you with explaining why it took this long. 

      

    As it has become a tradition by now, I'm once again going to explain a few things about names and characters. After all, that's the only theme running through my afterword sections. 

      

    I don't think I need to explicitly state what the Khurut Sultanate and its inhabitants are based on. Those of you who suffered like me in school and studied Latin will know what the real-world equivalent of the Empire of Terminus is. The Mineva Republic isn't far from there, so you get an overall idea about the Enorath Continent. 

      

    Sorry for not including a map, but there's a good reason for that... 

      

    Now, for characters. Explaining a joke is bad practice, but I have to do it because it's lost in translation to a certain extent: Asoko. 

      

    The lower half of Chaos is actually named after one of many Japanese euphemisms for genitals. Asoko specifically translates to 'that place' and is normally an everyday word used to refer to a location separate from any of the members of a conversation. 

      

    However, the reason it can work as a name stems from the fact that the -ko syllable is a common name ender for girls. One of my favorite Japanese singers is Yoshida Akiko (known by her stage name KOKIA), and you will notice that her given name Akiko ends with a -ko. 

      

    That's also the reason why Asoko wanted to stop Chaos. Because surely, many of you will know that the Japanese term for the female reproductive organ is (O)-Manko. ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 

      

    As always, a big Thank You to all the Patrons who stayed through the hard times or even joined to support me in those. If not for your support, I don't think I would have been able to do it. Here are the (currently available) heroes that made this book possible: 

      

    Daniel Damari, Aaron DuBose, C.S. Sturmer, 

    Doctor Fenderson Francis Fieldman the Fifth, SiyZin, John Ubiera, help64, chris, Nanu Nankoo, Ilsig 

    Amber Powley, Jamie Barraclough, Sawyer Aubrey, Joshua Russell, diesonduty214, Mike Ensoll, Mark, James Daciuk, Noah Lindt, heshimu woods, cosmo hollen, Hauke Saschek, anopuselessmc, Olinn, Steffan Paul Nilsson, John Mantell, MastaDoom, Healerbob, Brandon Totten, Seijax, Glader 

    taichi1082, mike slamovitz, Zach Shumar, Brandon Kramer, Standing, Rafa P, Mathias, David Hegwood, Lordmod, Liaira, Nicholas Paterson, Demian Buckle, Jeremy Hughes, 

    Christopher Henry, Skyggesverd, Exodus, Felipe monell, 

    Dante Perez, Merrick Zeskrov, Naragash, Cryostorm, 

    Elizabeth Cowan, ^ban^, Aryn, Top Cat 269, Evilynn Thales, Douglas Phillips 

    Deathbricks, Vantimiglia, Malte Lemke, Lord Lucifer, 

    Cameron Badman, Jamie wood, Alberto Montalvo, Brian Adams, Otteras, kire, Cel Halcyon, ashadun, Programan, Brandon Wilson, Rincewind, Elsydeon, Zyke Kyzari, CoolToaster, Matthew, Orakuru, Lyndon Crockard, DJay 

    Cheshire Fish 

      

    This list is incomplete; you can help by expanding it. 

      

    Last but not least, this goes out to all the readers that have been with me from the beginning of the web novel, as well as those that joined this journey through the books. You're all beautiful people, and while it's kind of already too late to say it in the third volume of a book series, I will keep doing this: Welcome to the Chaos! 

      

    I promise that volume four will be out this year, even if I have to go without sleep! 

      

    July 2019 

    J.J. Pavlov (Meakashi) 
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    ebook ISBNs: 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 1 - The Tentacle Awakens 

    978-3-9819877-0-6 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 2 - Academy Days 

    978-3-9819877-2-0 

      

    Paperback ISBNs: 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 1 - The Tentacle Awakens 

    978-3-9819877-1-3 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 2 - Academy Days 

    978-3-9819877-2-0 

      

    Web novel: 

    https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/10381 

      

    Patreon: 

    https://www.patreon.com/meakashi 
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